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Abstract 

 

A higher education qualification should equip students with the attributes needed for success 

in employment and personal contexts. The attributes that should be developed through any 

higher education degree are usually determined at each university, with lists differing 

between institutions. Efforts to develop discipline-specific graduate attributes have been 

occurring sporadically. The push to determine discipline-specific attributes for psychology 

has been classified broadly as ‘psychological literacy’. Study 1 is a systematic review of the 

research that has measured psychological literacy. This review showed that the attributes of 

the concept of psychological literacy differed among the included papers, which raised 

questions about the validity of the concept. A recommendation from the review was the 

need to conduct a construct validity assessment of psychological literacy from a range of 

resources, including the grey literature. Accordingly, Study 2 is an investigation of threats to 

the construct validity of psychological literacy. Construct validity analyses resulted in several 

recommendations to address the methodological and conceptual limitations of previous 

research. Within the analyses of Study 2, an assessment of consensus for psychological 

literacy attributes was conducted. Although the consensus in existing literature was limited, a 

working definition of psychological literacy is presented. A key recommendation from Study 

2 was the need for the working definition to be redefined by identifying key undergraduate 

psychology attributes among stakeholders. Thus, I interviewed psychology educators (n=18) 

from three countries (US, UK, and Australia) in Study 3, and explored their understanding of 

psychological literacy and undergraduate attributes. As a result of participants’ 

perceived barriers to embedding psychological literacy in the undergraduate degree, 

recommendations for implementation were developed. Qualitative content analysis was 

applied in Study 3 to produce a revised definition of psychological literacy. The definition 
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was based on a stakeholder consensus of psychological literacy attributes identified in Study 

3, the working definition from Study 2, and the student perspective gained through the 

supplementary study presented in this thesis. The revised definition of psychological literacy 

is the ability to: (1) critically analyse psychological phenomena, including findings drawn 

from a range of methodologies, with a consideration of biases or limitations; (2) use scientific 

methodology and principles to investigate real-world issues across a range of contexts, both 

personal and professional, drawing upon an understanding of human behaviour and thinking 

processes; and (3) communicate an understanding of psychological processes to others by 

offering concise, evidence-based solutions to real-world issues. The revised definition of 

psychological literacy provides a shared language for the concept, with implications for 

researchers in the field and for higher education psychology programs. Undergraduate 

psychology programs can utilise this consensus-driven definition as a foundation for program 

learning outcomes, to increase uniformity of graduate attributes. Psychology education and 

training accreditation bodies might consider incorporating this definition into their 

undergraduate standards and guidelines, to support institutions in embedding psychological 

literacy into their program outcomes.  
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Overview 

Publication Format of this Thesis 

The thesis employs the thesis-by-publication format. This thesis includes three 

published papers (Study 1, 2, and 3). The context for these manuscripts is provided in 

Chapter 1, which provides a narrative to interpret the studies. Chapter 1 also presents a 

rationale and aim of the research, in its entirety. The conclusion of this thesis-by-publication 

(Chapter 5) provides a detailed statement of the impact and contribution of the research, in 

the psychology education context. Chapter 5 also discusses the limitations of the body of 

work. This final Chapter also provides future research directions, which extend beyond those 

outlined in Study 1, 2, and 3. For additional information on the requirements of the thesis-by-

publication format, please view the University of Adelaide Graduate Centre’s (2019) 

guidelines (https://www.adelaide.edu.au/graduatecentre/system/files/media/documents/2019-

06/publication-guidelines-for-hdr-students.pdf). 

Structure of the Thesis 

In this section I summarise the structure of the thesis, including an overview of the 

research studies and their publication status. 

In Chapter 1, I provide background for the context of the research project, defining 

the role of psychology in society broadly and the needs of the workforce that support it. I 

provide an explanation of psychology education in the Australian, US, and UK higher 

education systems. This explanation illustrates the interrelated nature of education and 

workforce in 2022. I then summarise the specific concepts that act as the foundation of this 

research.  

I further identify a key issue which is addressed throughout this research: the needs of 

key stakeholders in the educational process that are external to the university (employers, 

accreditation bodies and funders). Higher education institutions must manage competing 

https://www.adelaide.edu.au/graduatecentre/system/files/media/documents/2019-06/publication-guidelines-for-hdr-students.pdf
https://www.adelaide.edu.au/graduatecentre/system/files/media/documents/2019-06/publication-guidelines-for-hdr-students.pdf
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demands: meeting the demands of the government in relation to vocational training, whilst 

maintaining academic rigour. Alongside these demands, an explanation of the vocational 

prospects of students that leave the university at differing stages of educational attainment is 

offered.  

I discuss the role of the higher education institution broadly, along with the training 

and education goals of higher education psychology program(s). Additional restraints from 

accreditation bodies (with their vested interests) are also provided. Following this discussion, 

the structure of the thesis is then outlined. An explanation for the participants selected is 

provided, along with a discussion on the ethical considerations of the individual project(s). 

To situate this body of research within the research milieu, an explanation of the analysis 

techniques and methodological approach is presented. In that section I discuss the theoretical 

underpinnings (epistemology and paradigm choice) and address qualitative research quality. 

The following Chapters (2, 3, and 4) comprise manuscripts that have been published. 

Chapter 2 reports on Study 1, a systematic narrative review of the methods employed to 

empirically measure psychological literacy (and the quality of these measurement 

approaches). The second Chapter identifies issues with measures, including their reliability, 

validity, and operationalisation. The subsequent studies explored the conceptualisation and 

measurement of psychological literacy in more detail. Chapter 3 reports on Study 2, which 

addresses the construct validity of the concept of psychological literacy. Chapter 4 reports on 

Study 3, which is based on qualitative in-depth interviews and explores educators’ 

perceptions of the attributes developed by students in psychology programs.  

Chapter 2 presents “A systematic narrative review of psychological literacy 

measurement” (doi:10.1111/ajpy.12278, Australian Journal of Psychology). This paper was 

the first to systematically review the methodology and quality of published research that 

measured psychological literacy in the student population. Results from this Study identified 
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future research needs that defined the subsequent research conducted in this thesis, as well as 

offering recommendations to improve research in the field.  

Chapter 3 presents Study 2 of this thesis, titled “A construct validity analysis of the 

concept of psychological literacy” (doi: 10.1080/00049530.2021.1922069, Australian 

Journal of Psychology). Study 2 provides a thorough examination of the term ‘psychological 

literacy’, outlining how it has been understood in published and grey literature. In particular, 

the grey literature included proposed educational policy change documents as well as 

proposed methods of teaching with ‘psychological literacy’ as the end goal. These documents 

were disseminated through several channels, including the former Australian ‘Office for 

Learning and Teaching’. As such, these documents represent one way of influencing 

psychology curricula. The key outcome of Study 2 is that content analyses provided the 

‘core’ conceptualisation of psychological literacy in identified literature as: “the ability to 

apply scientific principles to psychology concepts in work and personal contexts” (Newell, 

Chur-Hansen & Strelan, 2020, p. 462). Due to the many varied conceptualisations, it was 

noted that construct validity was compromised. This research offered suggestions for 

remediation, including the addition of key stakeholder perspectives (i.e., educators).  

Chapter 4 presents Study 3 of this thesis, entitled “A revised definition of 

psychological literacy: multiple stakeholder perspectives” (doi: 10.1037/stl0000326, 

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Psychology). Study 3 addresses the future research 

needs identified in Study 2, and provides a revised definition of psychological literacy. It also 

highlights barriers to implementing psychological literacy in the curriculum and in the 

broader higher education sector. These barriers are explained using Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) 

ecological model. Explanations and solutions are offered to address key barriers, with the aim 

of improving psychology education into the future. 
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Conclusions are presented in Chapter 5. This final Chapter includes limitations to the 

presented research and the significance and impact of this body of research. Finally, I offer 

important directions for future research in this area.  

A supplementary manuscript is included in this thesis. The paper, titled “Students’ 

understanding of psychological literacy in the UK undergraduate curriculum” was published 

in Psychology Teaching Review (Appendix 9; https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1304625). This 

research project was devised from mutual research interests discovered at the ESPLAT 

(2019) conference (See Appendix 9). This was a joint international research project between 

myself and Leeds University researchers (Harris, Pownall, Thompson, and Blundell-Birtill). 

It is included as Appendix 9 as it was borne from the future research recommendations that I 

presented at the ESPLAT conference, namely, the need for key stakeholder perspectives 

(psychology students) and extends the knowledge base of the field. It also continues the 

tradition of international research in this field, with the aim to unify the goals of psychology 

education.  

  

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1304625
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Summary of Terms 

The research presented in this thesis deals with the question ‘what does psychological 

literacy mean?’. What psychological literacy ‘is’ differs within populations of researchers, 

educators and students. An aim of this thesis is to bring multiple stakeholder perspectives 

together, to unify the definition based on its commonalities in different areas of use. 

There are other terms used within the field of psychological literacy that are contested 

to a lesser extent. The use of the term ‘attributes’ has been interchangeably used to refer to 

skills, abilities, competencies and knowledge of graduates. Others seek to include values in 

the way that we think about outcomes for graduates. For brevity, I have applied the term 

‘attributes’ to encompass these different terms and perspectives on them. The use of the 

alternate terms, such as ‘skills’ are referred to in this thesis when quoting others (interviews 

or original research sources). 

Similarly, there are different ideas of what constitutes an education in psychology. 

This thesis includes international research and interviews from the US, Australia, and the UK. 

There are certainly similarities between the educational goals of these countries, but there are 

vastly different structures for a psychology degree between Australia and the US, for 

example. I have attempted to avoid these structural degree differences by focusing on the 

‘core’ outcomes and attributes of psychology graduates (in all their forms) that are hoped to 

be achieved and instilled throughout the included institutions. The work which is available in 

the public sphere has been examined with this view of core education outcomes in mind also. 

For example, whether research aimed to measure psychological literacy in psychology minors 

or majors are included under the unifying banner of ‘psychology education’.  

An educator refers to a person that teaches others as part of their employment 

(Cambridge University Press, n.d.). In addition, the title of educator refers to someone who is 

well-versed in teaching theory and methods. Individuals may be versed in teaching 
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methodology/practices and may even apply these to their work (both paid and voluntary) in 

important consultancy, regulatory, or professional domains. However, I refer to an educator 

in this thesis as someone who has direct contact with, impact on, and/or is actively applying 

their knowledge in the practice of teaching students in psychology. I have made references to 

the kinds of roles that practising educators fulfil in the higher education sector in this thesis. I 

sought to achieve a range of perspectives on teaching undergraduate psychology. As such, I 

actively recruited for the range of positions; from early career (tutor, lecturer), to more senior 

positions with added leadership responsibility (senior lecturer, course co-ordinator). These 

titles are common role descriptors in Australia although variations occur, for example, the use 

of ‘instructor’ instead of ‘tutor’. For the individuals who were recruited from an overseas 

context, their role titles were matched with the experience levels listed in the sampling frame 

(Study 3, Chapter 4).  
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Chapter 1: Background 

Graduate Attributes in Higher Education 

The attributes that a graduate acquires during their higher education can be viewed in 

several ways. It is common practice for a university to adopt institution-specific graduate 

attributes, borne of their individual mission statements and educational objectives. The onus 

on skill development is ultimately placed on the educator to facilitate, to navigate the diverse 

abilities of the student cohort (Barrie, 2006). Educators are tasked with ensuring that the 

university-mandated generic graduate attributes are developed, specifying where the graduate 

attributes will be practiced in the curriculum. A result of university-specific attribute lists is 

that international and intranational educators hold disparate views over the attributes to be 

included as part of course (or program) learning outcomes. There is also disparity for the 

methods that enable development of these skills (Green, Hammer & Star, 2009). A lack of 

shared vision for what we mean when we talk about students’ generic attributes results in a 

list including a mix of vague statements (for example, “a graduate will be responsible”), or 

base skills such as proficiency in computing (Barrie, 2005). According to Barrie and Prosser 

(2004) graduate attributes can be seen as generic or discipline-based and are “separate from 

discipline knowledge and learning. However, they are vital precursors to such learning” 

(Barrie, 2004, p. 265). As there is no agreed upon set of attributes, academics disagree as to 

what students should be expected to be competent with when they start. For example, should 

students arrive at university with communication skills, or is it the purview of university to 

develop graduates that are effective communicators across a range of modes? Whether the 

development of such foundational skills should be prior to university, in tandem with, and 

part of the intended curriculum (Kitching & Hulme, 2013), or addressed only in those lacking 

(as part of remedial training) has been debated among educators (Barrie, 2012).  
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Graduate attributes can be viewed as generic (i.e., all university students should 

develop the same set), or discipline specific. Attributes that are specific to the discipline are 

inherently closer than generic graduate attributes in alignment to course learning outcomes, 

so it is easier to advocate their inclusion in the curriculum. Barrie (2007) asserts that these 

discipline-specific attributes are in fact “specialised variants of such general skills that they 

are essential in the application of discipline knowledge, and the translation of university 

learning to unfamiliar settings” (p. 440). In Barrie’s view, discipline-specific attributes are 

the mechanisms for translating facts into action, and ultimately become the output of a 

university education. The output becomes a sellable product which lies at the heart of 

concepts such as graduate employability; students are self-marketable. Shaped by the higher 

education experience, students are expected to graduate as capable and suitable for work 

within their field of study. But are all graduates ‘created’ equally? The discussion about the 

lack of shared understanding of generic attributes raises the question: to what extent is there 

agreement over the correct preparation for initiation into specific disciplines? Further, to what 

extent do students understand the attributes from their degree that they can leverage to make 

them marketable? 

Students have reported being unaware of the importance of graduate attributes 

(Morris et al., 2013). Even before students have become graduates, it has been recommended 

that attributes are referred to as part of the learning process (Fahnert, 2015). Referring to 

attributes is said to be of value for determining: (1) where students are in relation to the 

development of attributes, and (2) where they may want to be (i.e., with fully developed 

attributes) (Swingler et al., 2016). AdvanceHE (2017) specifically advocate for making 

graduate attributes explicit to students and making students aware of their role in developing 

these. Students perceive that the development of attributes throughout their education 

encourages academic success and positively impacts self-efficacy (Swingler & Hendry, 
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2020). Enlightening students on their graduate attributes also creates awareness of 

employment opportunities (Kember et al., 2017). As such, graduate attributes should be 

explicitly discussed and reflected upon within the learning environment (Swinger & Hendry, 

2020). 

This thesis explores graduate attributes in psychology, through the exploration of the 

concept of psychological literacy. Psychological literacy is a relatively new term to describe 

the field’s discipline-specific attributes (McGovern et al., 2010). The extent to which there is 

consensus on the definition of the attributes will be explored. One goal of this thesis is to 

determine whether psychology education has a shared vision, or language, for graduate 

attributes. This shared language must derive from an agreed understanding of what 

psychology is, its purpose in society, and thus the required educational outcomes, learning 

experiences and goals for its students. To begin, psychology as a discipline is briefly 

presented. Then, a summary of selected countries’ psychology education systems is presented 

with an examination of the commonalities or differences. The role(s) that psychology 

graduates fulfil in society is then presented to illustrate the education needs of graduates and 

how these needs must be reflected in educational outcomes. This section concludes with the 

key points illuminated through the case countries, with implications for developing a shared 

language of discipline-specific attributes.  

Educational Influences and Traditions of Psychology 

Psychology is the science of behaviour and internal processes, and by definition the 

field is broad in scope (Pelham & Blanton, 2018). Its field of interest crosses species and 

topics: from the physical processing of an individual brain to an empirical study of social 

dynamics (Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education [QAA] benchmark statement, 

2019). Unfortunately, that broadness results in a definition that could be viewed as being 

‘everything to everyone’, or as Hulme (2014) suggests “can be applied wherever one might 
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find people. The possibilities are fairly limitless” (p. 933). This can make defining what 

psychology offers uniquely a difficult task and the way that psychology is identified from 

other disciplines is rarely discussed. Psychology’s position within the scientific tradition has 

not always been clear cut (Trapp & Akhurst, 2011) with methods developed out of other 

scientific traditions such as mathematics and social sciences (QAA, 2019). Psychology owes 

its foundation to philosophy, anthropology, and biology (Pelham & Blanton, 2018). As such, 

Trapp et al. (2011) makes the claim that psychology is a ‘STEM+’ discipline. Cacioppo 

(2007) acknowledges this kind of identity as ‘science with extras’ by labelling it a hub 

science: an intersection of many scientific areas of interest, borrowing and adding to the 

knowledge-base of other traditions. In this way, psychology can assist in identifying solutions 

to a range of societal issues through a broad, interdisciplinary lens - especially through the 

testing of theory (QAA, 2019). However, Dunn et al. (2011) suggest that an “increased 

fragmentation of the field, technological advances, and the rise of consumerist culture have 

threatened the traditional identity of psychology” (p. 17).  

 The extent to which scientific explanations are correctly understood in society has an 

impact on how psychology (as a field of knowledge) is perceived. The incorrect use of 

psychological terminology in common language (e.g., a person with an interest in keeping 

their house tidy is “OCD”), and other false beliefs about behaviour (McGovern et al., 2010) 

have been reported. Although familiarisation with psychological terminology can be helpful 

for normalising mental health issues (and hopefully reducing stigma) there is a problem in 

wider society in the way it sees psychology. This is evident when considering the cult of 

personality around Freud (Hulme et al., 2015; Banyard & Duffy, 2014). Indeed, Banyard et 

al. (2015) suggest that wider society conceives of a psychologist as someone who is a mind 

reader, an expert on body language and finding love, or is capable of chasing serial killers. It 

is also clear from the range of self-help texts and pop quizzes online (such as the Myers-
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Briggs, which has waned from favour within the discipline) that the wider community may 

not fully appreciate the dynamics of psychology that the likes of Trapp (‘STEM+’) and 

Caccioppo (‘hub science’) hoped to illuminate (Trapp & Akhurst, 2011, p. 192).  

It is understandable that those not ‘in’ a discipline area may hold misunderstandings. 

However, there is evidence to suggest that psychology students also hold differing views 

about what psychology is and what you can do with an education in this area (Bromnick & 

Horowitz, 2013). Burton and McDonald (2011) explain that new students commence their 

education holding varied understandings of behaviour that could be conceived of as common 

sense, or popular opinion, but are generally non-scientific in their evidence-base. It is also a 

challenge, according to Thieman et al. (2009) to convince or orient new students to the idea 

of psychology as a ‘science’. Indeed, there is a body of students that is only motivated by the 

practitioner aspects of the discipline, not the mathematics or scientific aspects (Holmes, 

2014). 

Holmes (2014) surveyed students on their views of psychology as a science, with 

nearly 40% of participants either disagreeing, or indicating neutral to the statement “the study 

of psychology should be seen primarily as a science” (p. 108). These views were not shared 

by their instructors. Consequently, the motivations behind students’ enrolment in a 

psychology degree appears to be different to the goals of their educators. Whether to delay 

scientific content to later in the degree was posed by Holmes. This step was suggested so that 

students with “very high practitioner interests” are retained, but this would be at the cost of 

“advancing the scientific identity of psychology” (p.108). It is worth noting though that 

previous work in this area suggests that even though many students appear hesitant about 

engaging with the ‘science’ of psychology, students’ scientific knowledge and skills do 

increase during the undergraduate degree (Holmes & Beins, 2009). Importantly, their 



PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 24 

appreciation of science as the underpinning of the discipline increases (Lyddy & Hughes, 

2012).  

The findings presented above indicate that what students are seeking is an education 

that is more aligned to application and hands-on (experiential) learning. In fact, students 

value the embedding of real-world, applied learning experiences into the curriculum. The 

students that have higher interest in practitioner-related activities are indeed more positive 

towards their education as a result (Roberts & Forman, 2015). Experiential learning can be 

satisfied through lab-based activities from first year (Peterson & Sesma Jr., 2017). 

Introducing active research experiences from first year courses not only has the benefit of 

research skill practices, but simultaneously satisfies students’ needs for applied learning. 

These experiences also support students to overcome misconceptions and non-scientific 

beliefs about psychology (APA, 2013). Indeed, students that received these early experiences 

perform better (overall) in their psychology education (Peterson & Sesma Jr., 2017).  

Students also require help transitioning to higher education. A lack of appreciation for 

the differences between pre-tertiary and tertiary learning is apparent and some are not fully 

cognizant of their needs within this transition (Kitching & Hulme, 2013). Students’ 

expectations about psychology content may not match their experience once commencing 

study. Students may begin with false expectations about the type of knowledge they will be 

gaining (Kitching & Hulme). Possible reasons are: (1) a lack of exposure to psychological 

knowledge, or (2) a secondary schooling in psychology that typically focused on rote-

learning (Banyard & Duffy, 2014) instead of developing transferable skills (Jarvis, 2007). 

Addressing this requires a shift from content to problem-solving (Billing, 2007) and will be 

discussed later this Chapter and in Chapter 5.  

Many students view psychology as vocational training, as opposed to an academic 

field (Reddy et al., 2013). Students are generally expecting vocational outcomes from their 
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studies (Norton et al., 2018). Both parents and students “consider learning as a means to an 

end, rather than an end in itself” (Dunn, Brewer, et al., 2010, p.51). Schweinsberg, et al., 

(2021) assert that the central function of universities is preparing students for employment, 

and question whether psychology develops ‘work-ready’ graduates. They refer to a job 

climate for graduates as ‘volatile’ post-2020, so graduates need to be familiar with the skills 

they have acquired in their studies to successfully transition to available work. However, 

more students begin their education with a desire for a career in professional psychology than 

those which will ultimately achieve it (Trapp et al., 2011). A large proportion of students 

(66%) stated that helping others was their primary motive for studying psychology 

(Bromnick & Horowitz, 2013). Students are also motivated to make a difference in their 

community (Hulme, 2014; Akhurst, 2013). According to Holmes and Beins (2009) the 

outcome that students seek from a psychology education is a greater understanding of 

themselves and an improvement in relationships with others. Similarly, practitioner-related 

activities are viewed as of paramount interest to students (Holmes, 2014; Holmes & Beins, 

2009).  

This view is not only held by students. Some educators believe that psychology 

educators should be helping students to learn to “think like a psychologist” (Hulme & De 

Wilde, 2015, p. 20), although in most so-called western countries, training to become a 

psychologist requires more than a three-year bachelor’s degree. A mismatch between 

expectations of a psychology education and reality is apparent when looking to the 

satisfaction ratings of past psychology students. As an example, the Australian Graduate 

Outcomes Survey: Longitudinal (GOS-L; Social Research Centre, 2021) statistics rate 

education programs on their perceived relevance to real-world jobs. For psychology, the 

GOS-L reports that around a third (31%) of graduates are not utilising the skills and 

education they received in their employment, three years post-graduation (Social Research 
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Centre, 2021). This adds to the evidence that there may be a mismatch between psychology 

education and what future students think they are getting and what they thought they could do 

with their qualification (Bromnick & Horowitz, 2013).  

These kinds of satisfaction surveys are also common practice within programs (at the 

end of courses) and can influence educator promotion decisions. Some may view this as a 

power imbalance which has led to the student as consumer. To meet consumer needs, it may 

be necessary to undertake programmatic changes to achieve more favourable results in 

subsequent years. This process is known as the consumer-driven curriculum (Dunn, Brewer, 

et al., 2010). This model is, optimally, based on students knowing the entry requirements of 

relevant job roles and appreciating the limitations that study exit points place on career 

aspirations. However, many students still conflate psychology with being able to counsel 

people upon graduation which can lead to unfavourable satisfaction surveys (Haskell et al., 

2012). The consumer-driven model also ignores the history of psychology (i.e., having some 

dubious practices and ethics) which placed greater restrictions on who, what, where and when 

people can engage in certain professional activities. Most enrolling students do not yet 

appreciate the amount of time taken to be able to practice as a psychologist, and the 

restrictions on many practitioner-related activities (Australian Psychological Society [APS], 

2007). It begs the question: who is best placed to decide what is included in a psychology 

program?  

The misconceptions and public perception problem with psychology has been 

documented by Lilienfeld (2012) as an absence of delineation between pop psychology and 

psychology; or perceived of as only ‘self-help’ literature (Holmes, 2014). The public 

misconceptions surrounding psychological knowledge have been an issue since the early 

1900s, with an increased leaning towards spiritualism and the paranormal (Lilienfeld et al., 

2009). This history may have had an enduring impact on, and scepticism of, psychology as a 
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science. The issue of student ‘wants’, versus graduate satisfaction, and psychology’s unclear 

identity in wider society suggests that more education is required in the community in what 

psychology is and what the degree offers. Rosenthal (2016) recommends that to improve 

public understanding and favourability towards psychology, it must promote its value to the 

community.  

Student misconceptions about psychology have also been investigated (Banyard & 

Duffy, 2014). Various studies suggest that perceptions about psychology that students 

routinely hold are not evidence-based and resist challenge (Gardner & Dalsing, 1986; 

Hughes, et al., 2013; Kowalski & Taylor, 2009). Lyddy and Hughes (2012) assert that these 

false understandings can even persist after graduation, as they strive to connect what they 

have learned to the broader life experience beyond university. It is easy to clarify whether a 

graduate dental hygienist is using their skills to scale teeth in an entry hygienist role. For 

psychology, more guidance may be required. For example, demonstrating the relevance of 

conditioning theories to work in an out-of-school-hours care setting. This is not to say that 

psychology is not clearly relevant to employment. Graduation surveys like the GOS-L (Social 

Research Centre, 2021) ask gradates to reflect on the relevance of their degree to 

employment. Graduates’ responses may be inaccurate as it may be the first time that they 

have reflected on their university experience. As such, it may be difficult for graduates to 

connect their learning to their employment, even though Dunn et al. (2011) highlight that 

psychology students are uniquely placed to connect their course knowledge to their broader 

life.  

I return to the issue of who is best placed, then, to make curriculum decisions. The 

stakeholder group of educators is generally well-versed in education and any accreditation or 

policy requirements that guide curriculum development. Many educators also hold positions 

in the professional psychology workforce as clinicians and researchers (Cranney & Dunn, 
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2011a). It has been said that the science and practitioner camps in the field are inextricably 

intertwined (Baker & Benjamin, 2000). The duality of roles allows psychology educators to 

add to the field of knowledge that students ultimately come to study. This has the educator 

group well-placed to appreciate the needs (skills, knowledge, or general attributes) that make 

people successful in certain professional roles in psychology. However, the scientist-

practitioner model is best understood as a continuum, with most people at the extreme ends 

(Bulsara et al., 2022). The scientist-practitioner ideal is also questioned by Belar (2008), 

stating that: 

I sometimes wonder how much of what we teach is based on what we want to teach about 

our discipline (our favoured theories and concepts to those we hope to recruit to our field – 

a most worthy endeavour) and how much is based on what the average person needs to 

know to be a psychologically literate citizen. (p. 56) 

To resolve the inconsistent understandings in psychology across the range of contexts 

and populations listed above, there is a need for clear messaging (Zimbardo, 2004). The start 

of addressing this need can be observed in the text titled “Undergraduate education in 

psychology: A blueprint for the future of the discipline” (Halpern, 2010). Written over a 

decade ago, the text initiated a paradigm-shift towards addressing misconceptions and student 

employability issues in the US. The US is, and has been, one of several influences for 

innovation in higher education psychology. I acknowledge that psychology is strongly rooted 

in westernised ideology and cultural traditions. In addition to the US, the European context is 

influential and valuable for exploring the education and employment landscape in 

psychology. Educators from Study 3 were recruited during a European psychology education 

conference, with UK educators volunteering to participate. As such, the UK perspective is 

represented in this thesis and included (alongside the US) in the international exploration of 

psychology education presented in Chapter 1. The Australian psychology education system is 
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also explored and presented alongside the US and the UK throughout this thesis, as I am an 

Australian psychology educator and researcher. The case countries (Australia, US, and the 

UK) will be presented next, to provide context for the research that follows Chapter 1. 

Selected International Models of Psychology Education in Higher Education 

Psychology Education in Australia 

Some striking statistics frame the educational landscape of higher education 

psychology in Australia. There were 19,897 students studying undergraduate psychology in 

2019 (Bond et al., 2021). In 2008, 16% of all students in Australia enrolled in a first-year 

psychology course (Cranney et al., 2008). This massive cohort includes students of other 

disciplines, as the Australian system requires students to select ‘elective’ courses outside their 

field. Presumably, students outside the field view psychology as a value-add to their major. 

Less than 1 in 5 students who study psychology as part of their undergraduate degree 

completes their fourth year, or ‘Honours’ in psychology/psychological science (Cranney & 

Morris, 2021). This is significant, as the Honours year is part of a purposeful narrowing of 

pathways which leads to registration as a psychologist. However, demand for the Honours 

degree continues, with 4,137 places for across Australia in 2019 (Bond et al., 2021), up from 

just 1,450 in 2010. 

In Australia, the traditional undergraduate psychology degree (called a ‘program’) is 

three years. The Australian undergraduate psychology degree is typically referred to as a 

bachelor’s degree of psychological science. A research-focused pathway (which does not lead 

to registration as a psychologist) is available for psychology graduates: a PhD in psychology. 

This research stream requires students to complete their Honours year, and then undertake a 

Doctor of Philosophy (Psychology), with a typical 3-year candidature. 

For registration as a ‘psychologist’ in Australia, 6 years of study is required, which 

consists of a bachelor’s degree, Honours degree, and then a two-year master’s degree 
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(comprising of supervised placements and a research thesis). Alternatively, a single 5th year 

(professional Master’s) can be followed by a one-year internship (APAC, 2021). Limited 

opportunities exist for students to undertake a blended Masters/PhD program. Pathways of 

study are driven by peak bodies such as Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency 

(AHPRA), the Australian Psychology Accreditation Council (APAC), and the Psychology 

Board of Australia (PsyBA). Requirements and degree levels for all higher education in 

Australia are determined by the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) and is the 

national policy on levels of qualification. The Australian Government’s Tertiary Education 

Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) accredits consistency against the levels in the AQF. 

TEQSA also reviews institutions to ensure minimum standards are being met, namely the 

Higher Education Standards Framework which produce the Thresholds Standards that came 

into effect on the 1st of July, 2021. 

Education providers can apply to have their course accredited through APAC. 

Programs of study (i.e., the Bachelor’s degree) need to be accredited by APAC (every five 

years) to become eligible training pathways to registration as a psychologist in Australia. 

APAC have been appointed by the Psychology Board of Australia (PsyBA) to undertake 

accreditation of higher education training pathways, which requires APAC to report to 

PsyBA. The Board is responsible for setting the registration standards for psychologists in 

Australia. APAC was originally established as a Board within the Australian Psychological 

Society (APS) but is now an independent body and exerts the most influence over psychology 

education and training in Australia (Dudgeon et al., 2011). APAC is “an independent quality 

and standards organisation, appointed as an external accreditation entity for the Psychology 

Profession in Australia under the Health Practitioner Regulation National Law Act, 2009” 

(APAC, 2019a). As of 2021, APAC accreditation had been granted in excess of 700 

programs. Importantly, their reach is growing beyond Australian institutions, achieving 
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global influence by accrediting programs in Asia (Singapore and Malaysia). APAC currently 

accredits 317 psychology programs in their alignment to standards, including alignment with 

foundational competencies (APAC, 2021).  

The Carrick Institute was first responsible for the accreditation framework used by 

APAC (Lipp et al., 2007). The framework was designed with regular reviews of attributes in 

mind. Schweinsberg et al. (2021) note that “such a review appears overdue” (p. 3). 

Importantly, the newest standards (effective 2019) have a focus on outcomes for the degree 

(APAC, 2019b). APAC (2019b) acknowledges in their evidence guide that the transition 

from specifying inputs to the specification of learning outcomes allows for an increased focus 

on evidence that demonstrates learning. The outcomes are an adherence to standards and 

prescribed competencies. For the 3-year bachelor program, these are referred to as 

‘foundational’ competencies. Fourth (or ‘Honours’) year is referred to as obtaining ‘pre-

professional’ competencies. Postgraduate studies are classified as ‘professional’ 

competencies (APAC, 2019a). According to the 2019 APAC Standards, students should be 

competent in the areas presented in Table 1. 

Table 1  

APAC Undergraduate and Honours Competencies 2019 
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Note. Content from APAC Accreditation Standards Version 1.2 

Lipp et al. (2007) suggested that the psychology educational model in Australia 

required reforming to ensure that students who exit at any point are aware of alternate 

employment opportunities. This is due to the influences from the APAC accreditation model 

that prioritises eligibility for registration by graduates as provisional psychologists (Lipp et 

al., 2007). It represents a struggle for psychology education’s mission: train for pre-

professional psychology or offer broad training in scholarly enquiry. The latter provides skills 

that are applicable across a number of domains. Gathering educators’ perspectives on their 

individual views of the purpose of a psychology degree will illuminate any consensus 

between these views. Educator perspectives may also clarify the need for a unified statement 

of psychology graduate attributes in psychology. Specifically, this clarification “should be 

sufficient to provide potential employers with information as to the skills base of a 

psychology graduate…[and] further discussion of this critical issue is of vital importance to 

the discipline” (Lipp et al., 2007, p. 58). 
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Funding Available to Higher Education Psychology Programs in Australia.   

According to Universities Australia (2021), universities in Australia are eligible for 

funding through a range of avenues, including: grants (teaching and research-focused), 

government funding by individual states and territories, government-supported student fees, 

full fee-paying international students, as well as range of partnerships with private 

enterprises. The government teaching grant, known as the Commonwealth Grant Scheme 

(CGS) is the largest funding avenue for university faculties. Funding is based on the number 

of domestic student enrolments, with greater enrolments equalling more funding. This is 

financially advantageous for large courses like first-year psychology. However, the amount 

that universities attract for each student depends on the funding cluster in which the program 

is classified (Department of Education, Skills & Employment [DESE], 2021). These funding 

clusters are determined by the government based on perceived needs or labour shortages 

(DESE, 2020). The more that governments view a qualification as a ‘national priority’ (i.e., 

needed for the community), the greater funding is provided. Increased funding reduces 

government loans for students and thus attracts more potential students to certain programs 

(Department of Education, 2019).  

The government reformed the funding system and resulted in the Job-Ready 

Graduates Package, which took effect on 1st of January, 2021 (DESE, 2021). Demand-driven 

funding was previously a boon for the popular psychology program. The outcome of 

changing funding to a performance-based system is yet to be fully appreciated by psychology 

schools. The Australian Government views this reform process as essential for improving 

accountability. Funding distribution is thought to be more ‘efficient’ in the new model and 

aims to benefit the future job market (DESE, 2020, 2021). It is worth noting that according to 

the student contribution table (See DESE, 2021), undergraduate psychology students will 

contribute $AU1,146 more to their education than the year before, a reflection of lowered 
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government priority rating. As a result, psychology schools need to convince students that 

this money is worth paying, i.e., that the psychology degree is value for money (Dunn, 

Brewer et al., 2010). 

Psychology Education in the UK 

Psychology degrees in the UK are typically 3 years (4 years in Scotland), with the 

majority of educational institutions offering a combined 3 + 1, ‘Honours degree’ (QAA, 

2019). Increased choice and specialisation are then offered in year 3 (or 4) (Trapp et al., 

2011). Typically, students receive a pass/fail grade for year 1 (which is year 2 in Scotland). 

The bulk of content is delivered and assessed in year 2 (year 3 in Scotland) (Upton & Trapp, 

2010). A specialisation stream in the third (or fourth) year requires an integration of previous 

learning (Trapp et al., 2011). In some institutions this is known as a CHIP Capstone course 

(Conceptual and Historical Issues in Psychology).  

Similar to Australia, there are options for professional doctorates and master’s 

programmes, with a separate psychology PhD research trajectory. Also similar to Australia, 

peak bodies in the UK accredit and establish requirements for psychology higher education 

programs. The AQF equivalent in the UK is the Quality Code for Higher Education (Quality 

Code). Developed by the UK Standing Committee for Quality Assessment (UKSCQA), the 

code outlines the requirements of higher education degrees. To help achieve the Quality 

Code, a specific body known as the Quality Assurance Agency for UK Higher Education 

(QAA) provides qualification frameworks and benchmark statements. The provided 

frameworks outline the standards for individual areas of study, as well as specificity in 

relation to the kinds of knowledge and skills that are expected of graduates upon completion 

of their program of study (QAA, 2020). Like Australia, the UK follows an outcomes-based 

approach. Both the (UK) QAA and (Australian) APAC consider an ‘outcome’ focus an 
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avenue for encouraging innovation in the design of programs of study (APAC 2019a; QAA, 

2019).  

Another similarity is the use of a separate body to ensure standards are adhered to 

within degrees. For the UK, this is the British Psychological Society (BPS). The BPS 

represents the interests of the field of psychology and psychologists in the UK. One of the 

key roles of the BPS (since the 1970s) has been the accreditation of training and educational 

programs in psychology (BPS, 2021). Of note, the BPS also provides accreditation for 

postgraduate study and is responsible for registering psychologists (Chartered Psychologist, 

or C.Psychol). The BPS assesses against standards set out in the QAA Subject Benchmark 

Statement: Psychology (currently 2019) which articulate learning outcomes that form the 

basis of a psychology degree. If compliant, the degree is accredited by the BPS. A UK degree 

in psychology is defined by developing ‘psychological literacy’ (PL), which they understand 

as an: 

Aim to produce a scientific understanding of the mind, brain, behaviour, and experience, 

and how they interact with the complex environments in which they exist; 

Include knowledge and the acquisition of a range of research skills and methods for 

investigating experience and behaviour, culminating in an ability to conduct research 

independently; 

Develop an understanding of the role of empirical evidence in the creation and constraint 

of theory, and also in how theory guides the collection and interpretation of empirical 

data; 

Present multiple perspectives in a way that fosters critical evaluation and reflection 

Develop knowledge, leading to an appreciation of theory and research findings, including 

relevant ethical and sociocultural issues; and 

Lead to an understanding of real-life applications of theory to the full range of experience 

and behaviour and the application of psychological understanding to real-world 

questions. (QAA, 2019, p. 4) 
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The QAA benchmarking statement prescribes undergraduate outcomes by defining 

academic standards in terms of the required knowledge and skills (QAA, 2019). According to 

the benchmarking statement, the core undergraduate knowledge topics include: biological, 

cognitive, social, and developmental psychology; individual differences; and research 

methods. The skills, knowledge and understandings that comprise the minimum threshold 

standards for a psychology degree with honours are presented below as Table 2. 

Table 2  

QAA Psychology Degree Standards, 2019 
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Note: Content from Subject Benchmark Statement: Psychology. 

A Europe-wide reform process inclusive of the European Higher Education Area 

(EHEA), known as the Bologna Process, discuss objectives biennially (McGovern et al., 
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2010). Bologna Process is a transformation of education in Europe, focusing on the 

assessment of learning outcomes. There have been some reservations about the UKs response 

to this process as there are some areas (requirements and degree length) of psychology 

education that are not in alignment with the European standards (for a detailed analysis of 

this issue, see Upton and Trapp, 2010). The positive aspect of participation and coherence to 

the European model is the ease of transferability. Both students and psychologists or mental 

health sector workers can have an administrative reduction for evaluating qualifications 

(Trapp et al., 2011). Australia is now investigating how well the sector can align with the 

Bologna model (Nolan et al., 2020). The subject of international alignment in psychology is 

noteworthy, with Barrie et al. (2014) arguing that there is increasing demand for (all of) 

higher education to determine agreed international outcomes, and to “demonstrate their 

comparability within and between institutions and countries, and to encourage and support 

increased student and staff mobility” (p. 19). The goals and content of the QAA Benchmark 

Statement for Psychology shows resemblance to the US’ undergraduate guidelines (American 

Psychological Association (APA), guidelines 2.0, 2013). There are differences in the 

structure of degrees between the two. In comparison, the US does not typically begin by 

specialising in psychology (Trapp & Akhurst, 2011). 

Funding Available to Higher Education Psychology Programs in the UK. 

UK universities are grouped through membership schemes, such as the Russell Group 

(public research universities); Cathedrals group (historically Christian-linked institutions); 

private, independent universities; and post-1992 universities (such as MillionPlus and 

University Alliance institutions) who emerged from the Further and Higher Education Act, 

1992. Most institutions are government-funded but there are no government-owned 

universities, in contrast to the US system. UK universities are broadly classified as ‘private’ 

and ‘public’, with the former receiving government subsidies for tuition costs. The public 
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universities are recipients of funding from the Councils for Teaching and Research 

(government bodies).  

The Council for Teaching saw reforms in 2012, which resulted in a reduction in 

funding for universities (Bolton, 2021). The deficit in funding from 2012 has meant that the 

shortfall had to be made up by student fees. The cap on tuition fees was increased, meaning 

that like in Australia, UK universities must also convince students that a degree in 

psychology (which now costs more) is value for money and a worthy investment. The Augar 

‘Post-18’ Review (2019) was undertaken in response to increasing tuition costs. The review 

recommended tuition fees be dropped again, and government teaching grants to be increased. 

The outcome of this recommendation is hoped to increase the funding provided by taxpayers 

for costs directly related to teaching, and away from financial assistance for business-related 

loans (Bolton & Hubble, 2019). The recommendation essentially asks the government to 

return to the funding scheme pre-2012. This review is with the government, as of February 

2022.  

Psychology Education in the US 

Psychology bachelor’s degrees were awarded to 5.8% of graduates between 2018 and 

2019 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020a). These figures make psychology the 

6th most popular study area across US institutions.  An undergraduate education in 

psychology has its roots firmly in the liberal arts tradition (Brewer, 2006; Halpern, 2010; 

McGovern et al., 1991; 2010); a foundational, broad education of the person (McGovern, 

1993). There are two broad aims for these students: (1) a liberal arts and social sciences 

education, and (2) disciplinary knowledge to prepare for graduate school (APA, 2013). 

Postgraduate study is often a PhD, although not always with the aim of becoming a practising 

psychologist. Brewer (2006) asserts that the overall goal of a psychology education is an 

education of thinking about human behaviour through the lens of the scientist. However, 
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Cranney and Dunn (2011b) suggest that the US undergraduate psychology program is 

undervalued as the ‘clinical psychology’ graduate program does not require an undergraduate 

preparation in psychology. Entry into clinical psychology can be obtained by academic 

performance (grades), extracurricular experiences (volunteering or work experience), and 

letters of recommendation. 

A psychology undergraduate education in the US is typically four years in length. 

Only doctoral programs are assessed for accreditation, which is granted by the US 

Department of Education. Unlike the UK and Australia, accreditation bodies do not mandate 

the structure of undergraduate psychology programs. Individual institutions follow general 

requirements of programs of study according to the state in which they reside. Accreditation 

of undergraduate or master’s programs are granted by adherence to regulations on a regional 

basis. Six region-based bodies exist: Western Association of Schools and Colleges; Southern 

Association of Colleges and Schools; Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities; 

Higher Learning Commission; New England Commission of Higher Education; and Middle 

States Commission on Higher Education. These standards apply for all undergraduate and 

masters in accredited institutions, much like Australia must abide by the broad institutional 

requirements of TEQSA. To assist in the quality assurance of psychology undergraduate 

programs, the American Psychological Association (APA) has developed guidelines to assist 

curriculum development (APA, 2013). As these guidelines are not mandated, it is possible 

that a psychology graduate may never encounter any training in research methods, for 

example (Cranney & Dunn, 2011b). 

A major, week-long review of undergraduate psychology was held during the APA’s 

National Conference on Undergraduate Education in Psychology in 2008. This review was 

titled ‘Undergraduate Education in Psychology: A Blueprint for the Future of the Discipline’ 

(Halpern, 2010). US psychology education is influenced by an evolution of the ‘blueprint’: 
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currently the APA’s ‘guidelines version 2.0’ (2013). Of note, these guidelines will expire in 

2023, meaning that they will soon be revised as version 3.0. Version 2.0 is underpinned by 

five goals to achieve a psychology undergraduate education in the liberal arts tradition, which 

prepares graduates for work in a range of professional settings (APA, n.d.). Specifically, the 

Guidelines 2.0 document states that “students who graduate with a baccalaureate degree 

should be able to demonstrate psychological literacy” (APA, 2013, p. 4). The outcomes of 

these five goals are outlined below as Table 3. 

Table 3 

APA Guidelines for the Undergraduate Psychology Major 

LIBRARY NOTE:

This table has been removed to comply with copyright.
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Note. Content from APA Guidelines for the Undergraduate Psychology Major, Version 2.0 

Funding Available to Higher Education Psychology Programs in the US. 

There is a looser regulatory environment for higher education in the US compared to 

the UK and Australia (Bakić-Mirić & Gaipov, 2015). The US regulatory framework is based 

LIBRARY NOTE:

This table has been removed to comply with copyright.
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on Title 34 of the Code of Federal Regulations (National Archives and Records 

Administration [NARA], 2021) with a range of public (including state funded and 

administered) and private (including for-profit) universities and colleges. Institutions that are 

permitted to grant degrees are referred to as Title IV. Public higher education institutions are 

primarily funded by the state and tuition fees, calculated on a per-capita basis. Private 

institutions rely heavily on tuition fees and financial gifts (such as endowments). Title IV of 

the Higher Education Act of 1965 (HEA) stipulates federal funding to approved programs 

and student load aid (mainly low-interest loans).  

US tertiary education is characterised by its high tuition costs for students, and 

deregulated student loans. This is one factor for the continued decline in higher education 

enrolment since 2010 (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2020b). Rising 

tuition costs have been a characteristic of the US higher education system over the last 

decade. The rising costs in the US align with the concurrent issues of increased tuition fees 

across Australia and UK institutions for psychology degrees. As such, this selection of 

nations represents the crisis facing psychology today: how can it be seen as a valuable 

program of study, even with increasing costs to students? Also, as is evident in US statistics, 

how can we gain and retain psychology enrolments? Covid-19 has added additional pressure 

on potential students, with US undergraduate enrolment down 4.9% against 2017 data 

(Causey et al., 2021). This reduction in enrolments has direct impact for funding of US 

universities, which are driven by direct tuition fees, with funds appropriated to public 

institutions calculated by enrolments (NARA, 2021; NCES, 2020b). Resolving this crisis 

comes down to determining the relevance and applicability of psychology to potential 

students’ lives.  
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Commonalities and Challenges between Case Countries 

It is unsurprising that commonalities exist between the selected case countries as 

psychology has been traditionally heavily influenced by US and European research (Cranney 

& Dunn, 2011a). A major commonality between all selected countries is that only a minority 

of students progress through to postgraduate study, although the numbers of students taking 

on psychology-related postgraduate training in Australia is increasing (Bond et al., 2021). In 

all cases, even less students that progress into postgraduate study become a ‘psychologist’. 

For the US, this figure was about 4% between 2018-2019 (APA, 2021). This is the result of 

student choice and capability, but also highly impacted by scarcity of placement 

opportunities. There are limited progression pathways in Australia and UK. Progression from 

undergraduate to postgraduate psychology is the primary pathway to professional psychology 

training.  

Students that do not continue into postgraduate studies may feel ‘disenfranchised’ 

with psychology (Cranney & Morris, 2021, p. 318). In US, the issue of limited pathways (and 

in fact, the resulting disenfranchisement) is lessened as: a) psychology is seen as a valuable 

liberal arts and sciences education as a major, and b) there are alternate professional training 

available to those not taking the direct postgraduate route from the undergraduate psychology 

major. In the UK, fewer than 25% of psychology graduates undertake further education 

related to psychology (professional or research training) (Upton & Trapp, 2010). Australia 

and the UK share similar statistics regarding further training with the intent towards 

registration as a psychologist. Only 1 in 6 students undertake additional study after 

graduation from the bachelor’s degree program (Cranney et al., 2020). Discussion about 

employability for the remaining 85% is discussed in a dedicated section below, although, it is 

relevant to note that intentional funnelling occurs in the both the UK and Australian system 

(due to staffing and workplace supervisory place constraints).  
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The limited supply of practising psychologists is challenging as both countries have 

demonstrated an increased demand for mental health services (compounded by Covid-19), so 

the demand outpaces supply of current psychologists (Black Dog Institute, 2020). In general, 

Western undergraduate psychology education is stated to have the aim of preparing students 

for postgraduate professional training. However, the low rates of progression suggest that 

alterative outcomes for graduates of a psychology degree need to be outlined (Cranney and 

Dunn, 2011a) for their education to be of value. In summation, if there are less students 

completing postgraduate studies, what are they doing? Importantly, are they adequately 

prepared for other outcomes within the learning program? 

Another notable commonality is the adherence of all three countries to the Boulder 

model, which emphasises training as a ‘scientist-practitioner’ (Baker & Benjamin, 2000; 

Cranney et al., 2011; Halpern, 2010). Baume (2020) discusses that in some fields, there is a 

distinction between ‘fields of knowledge’ and ‘fields of practice’. Psychology works from the 

scientist-practitioner model, so it is purported that psychology is ‘practiced’ in certain 

contexts (in the profession sense), based on the knowledge developed within the field as well 

as through its own research practices (Bulsara, 2022). In reality, most practitioners are 

“principally a consumer of research than a producer” (O’Gorman, 1993, p.32), and the actual 

numbers of clinician-researchers (trained in psychology) are low (Smith & Thew, 2017). 

Provost and Murray (2011) call for more of the ‘practice’ element (i.e., practical skills 

development) in undergraduate psychology education to synthesise these two aspects of the 

discipline.  

Differences between case countries 

There are notable differences in the degree structure between the countries presented. 

The US psychology major is structurally different to that of Australia, whilst the 

undergraduate psychology degree in Australia is comparable to the UK (in length and 
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structure). The higher education system in the US requires students to engage in a broader 

range of subjects within the first two years, including a general education in communication 

and critical thinking. Students can then select psychology as their ‘major’ and undertake 

dedicated psychology courses. Australian undergraduate psychology degrees typically 

include elective subjects in addition to core psychology courses. These electives are usually 

interspersed throughout each year of study. The Australian and UK degree structures more 

closely align with vocational preparation, as the majority of the curriculum is dedicated to the 

development of discipline-specific knowledge and skills. The Australian degree is typically 3 

years in length, whilst a US psychology major (Bachelor’s degree) will typically take 4 years 

of study to complete. 

It is common for universities within the case countries to develop graduate attribute 

lists. These lists are prepared in-house and are not necessarily uniform between institutions, 

thus are not uniform between countries. Similarly, the approach for tailoring each attribute 

list towards discipline specificity varies (O’Leary, 2016). Over a decade ago, McGovern et al. 

(2010) argued there was some shared agreement between countries for the aims of a 

psychology education. McGovern et al. reported agreement between attributes that 

encompass the development of foundational knowledge. However, they noted differences 

between the inclusion of a research thesis, the application of knowledge, and development of 

transferable or pre-professional skills. O’Connor et al. (2011) reviewed US and UK graduate 

attributes broadly and noted a focus for more personal and societal application in the US 

graduate attributes. Accreditation bodies also focus on graduate attributes. This focus 

ultimately influences the curriculum of those institutions accredited under these bodies. So, 

having consistency among psychology accreditation bodies in relation to graduate attributes 

acts to unify the discipline under common language and goals.  
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Employability with a psychology degree 

When considering employability in psychology, it is important to understand the 

motivations of potential and current students. For example, Holmes and Beins (2009) note 

that psychology students report increased interest in practitioner-related activities, in 

comparison with ‘scientific’-related activities. This has implications for how we induct and 

prepare students for the kinds of roles they can have. Roles are based on qualification 

requirements, and not allowing students to engage in ‘qualification-appropriate’ practitioner-

related activities may explain the documented disappointment (by students) following 

predominately theoretical courses (Holmes & Beins, 2009). Many educators are not 

practitioners, so the issue of including practitioner-related activities can be problematic. 

Elliot (2020) argues that employability should be the goal of those engaging in 

academic learning. This has implications for the way psychology courses are developed, if 

educators claim that the main aim is for students to gain employment. The satisfaction of 

students is highly influenced by a course’s ability to prepare them with skills that are needed 

for the transition into employment (Lenton, 2015). Yorke and Knight (2006, p. 8) consider 

employability to include “attributes that make individuals more likely to gain employment 

and be successful in their chosen occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the 

community and the economy”. There is ongoing debate about what the exact attributes that 

consist of a general ‘employability’ are. Traditionally, employability has been viewed as the 

capacity for graduates to begin employment with a developed set of skills that can be applied, 

although Elliot (2020) identified a lack of consistency in the development of skills in 

psychology students. 

Employment in Australia 

The APS (2020) states that psychology graduates are prepared to work in a number of 

settings, such as correctional services or child protection. Other community-facing roles that 
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are suitable for Australian graduates are: victims of crime, or court support workers, alcohol 

and drug counselling, career counselling, mental health support workers, welfare support and 

case managers (Machin & Gasson, 2022). In addition to these community-based roles, the 

psychology degree provides a suitable preparation for professional roles in: human resources 

and recruitment, sales, marketing, advertising, and public relations (Machin & Gasson, 2022). 

There are also suitable roles in research-based roles, such as: research assistant, technical 

writer, or in academia (APS, 2020; Machin & Gasson, 2022). A large percentage also work in 

hospitality (Guthrie, 2015).  

Goedeke and Gibson (2011) conducted focus groups with new psychology students 

about their expectations for study and beyond. A major theme for students was practical skill 

development, particularly the skills that can be applied in employment. In the students’ eyes, 

there needed to be a clearer connection between what is learned, applied and applicable to 

future work. The skills they expected would be useful for work were those that allowed them 

to understand “people’s emotions, motivations, and behaviours which would help then to 

solve problems…for example, one participant commented “you figure out why people do 

things that they do, and then how they can stop doing them” (Goedeke & Gibson, 2011, p. 

137). The perceived skill development in an undergraduate psychology course was similar, to 

that of a practising psychologist. This is demonstrative of, and feeds into, the public 

misconception of psychology as equal to the psychology practitioner (Cranney et al., 2009). It 

does however highlight students’ expectations for an experiential (Goedeke & Gibson, 2011) 

and practical education that is relevant to their lives across various domains and contexts 

(Cranney, 2008; Cranney et al., 2011). To address students’ employability needs, many 

researchers (Cranney et al., 2008; Goedeke & Gibson, 2011; McGovern et al., 2010; Reddy et 

al., 2013) suggest that the solution is to develop graduate attributes that can be applied to 

solve real-world problems, which can be understood as demonstrating psychological literacy.  
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Earlier in this Chapter, I introduced the GOS-L survey (Social Research Centre, 

2021), in relation to Australian students’ conception of whether they are using the skills they 

learned in their psychology degree in their employment. I argue that this measure is one way 

to view student satisfaction and is an important one when considering meeting student needs. 

However, as Cachia, Lynam and Stock (2018) point out, success in academia is understood 

by students to comprise of two dimensions: personal development and a formal qualification. 

Whether the students that take the GOS-L appreciate the personal development aspect of their 

studies may not be captured or reflected well in a survey that aims to match university 

learning with job-readiness. Students demonstrate difficulty in recognising the skills 

developed in a degree within the educational landscape (Kent & Skipper, 2015). As such, 

Elliot (2020) puts forward that something needs to be done to address the underutilisation of 

learned skills. One solution is to make the skills learned more visible to students and future 

employers (Hugh-Jones, 2008). 

In Australia, the mental health sector is under increased pressure for new workers 

(Black Dog Institute, 2020), but there are notable gaps between 3-year graduates’ 

qualifications and the professional mental health roles sought (Schweinsberg et al., 2021; 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare [AIHW], 2021). Traditionally, there had been a 

lack of places available for postgraduate supervision which would provide more opportunities 

for 3-year graduates to achieve the required qualifications (Voudouris & Mrowinski, 2010). 

An increase in staffing and available places in honours programs (and beyond) across 

Australia is allowing increasing numbers of students to take up these opportunities (Bond et 

al., 2021). As of 2022, a ‘5+1’ internship program exists, allowing people to undertake a 5th 

year of study (e.g., Master of Professional Psychology), with a one-year internship to follow 

to achieve general registration as a psychologist in Australia (AHPRA, 2019). This new 

pathway also allows more opportunities for those completing honours.  
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An important issue is that the skills considered relevant to the practice of psychology 

are only introduced in postgraduate study. The difference in focus on skill development 

between undergraduate and postgraduate psychology programs can create the impression that 

undergraduate psychology graduates are not work-ready. This perception could negatively 

impact the amount of funding that undergraduate courses can attract from government 

sources (Schweinsberg et al., 2021). An implication of this key issue raised by Schweinsberg 

et al. is that both government and industry may not perceive a 3-year (or even a 4th year) 

psychology graduate as possessing a range of employable attributes. Making a clearer 

distinction of undergraduate psychology skills is needed: what students develop, to what 

extent, when, how, and where these can be applied. However, “the extent to which specific 

and non-transferrable skills are attained in psychology education has not yet been explored, 

particular in an Australian context” (Schweinsberg et al., 2021, p. 2). Discipline-specific 

research is needed to achieve this. As such, there needs to be a clearer understanding of these 

specific psychology student attributes. 

Schweinsberg et al. (2021) note that there is inadequate evidence of alternate career 

paths among students not seeking provisional registration status. This is an area for future 

research. Evidence gathering can be impacted by the location of psychology programs within 

institutions, Psychology program locations often vary, with some residing in the medical 

sciences, and others located in social sciences. It is possible that internal efforts to track 

graduates do not make a clear distinction over which programs reside within psychology. The 

lack of clear distinction may explain the limited research in this area. 

Employment in the UK 

Psychology graduates in the UK go on to pursue a range of careers (QAA, 2019). The 

BPS produced a guide for potential psychology students, called ‘your journey into 

psychology’ (2014). The opening quote reads that “a degree in psychology offers not only a 
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pathway to becoming a psychologist, but also the knowledge and skills that you can apply in 

a wide range of careers” (BPS, 2014, p. 2). Furthermore, according to this resource an 

outcome of studying psychology is the access to postgraduate study, or employment in a 

range of related fields like media, education, health, or business. The focus on transferability 

between fields of work is intentional because government policy has put increased pressure 

on universities to boost economic growth through skill development (Trapp & Akhurst, 

2011). Delving further into student support services, the UK Prospects (of graduates) website 

lists jobs that are both: a) directly related to a qualification, and b) applicable to an associated 

field of employment (Prospects, 2021). For psychology, Table 4 presents this analysis. 

Table 4 

 Jobs Related to a Degree in Psychology 

LIBRARY NOTE:

This table has been removed to comply with copyright.
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Note. Content from Prospects, 2021, n.p. 

Considering the table above, most ‘directly relevant’ jobs require further study and 

qualifications. This leaves three- or four-year graduates able to look only at the associated 

jobs category. To summarise, these positions place graduates in a wide range of social and 

community contexts. Many of these positions do align with students’ desires to ‘help people’. 

Whether students: a) develop skills that align with these roles, b) are aware of their skill 

development that may align with these roles, and c) the extent to which they are made to 

make those vocational connections, likely varies between institutions. This is not to say that 

psychology graduate positions are limited to those on the above list. In fact, it suggests that 

more needs to be done to document and track the roles that align with psychology attributes 

in the UK. 

‘Prospects’ is a UK career advisory group that is funded by member institutions and 

through higher education research funding schemes. Prospect reports present data from 

graduates, with the goal of providing advice to students for the utilisation of their degrees 

(Prospects, 2021). Specifically, this resource outlines the fields of employment for 

psychology graduates. This report is based on the Higher Education Statistics Agency’s 

([HESA], 2020) graduate outcomes survey. Results show that, 15-months post-graduation, 

only 50% of graduates were in professional-level positions. Within the report, 22% of 

graduates were working in the childcare, health, and education field, of this 22%, most 

graduates were employed as care workers and home carers (7%; Prospects, 2021). “Legal, 

social and welfare professionals” were the next largest field for UK psychology graduates 

(Prospects, 2021, p. 8). 
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Employment in the US 

According to US statistics, most bachelor-level graduates (75%) are collectively 

working in people-oriented positions, such as social work, marketing/sales, law, and 

management/personnel (Takooshian & Landy, 2011). The APA (2017) report into graduate 

employment revealed that psychology graduates in the US are employed in various settings. 

The most common fields of employment were: “health care, counselling, financial services, 

legal services, teaching, research, managing or supervising people/projects; human resources 

(recruiting, personnel development, training), administration, technological systems or 

applications development, sales, purchasing, marketing, customer service and public 

relations” (APA, 2017, p. 6). An even more exhaustive list has been in continuous 

development in the APA, published by Landrum (2018) in the Psychology Student Network 

publication. These positions have been stable and comparable to previous research. In 2000, 

just over 1 in 10 graduates were working in health-related fields. Borden and Rajecki (2000) 

surveyed graduates and reported that the top nine employment fields from surveyed students 

were: administrative support, social worker, counsellor, administrator/manager, 

personnel/HR, marketing/sales, researcher/technician, general manager/executive/owner, and 

computer scientist/programmer. 

Commonalities between Case Countries  

The case countries presented all demonstrate that what they have in common is 

diversity in the workplaces that psychology graduates enter (Morrison-Coulthard, 2016). A 

common aspect of psychology employability is the varied roles that graduates pursue. 

Considering these varied roles, how do we ensure that their skill development needs are met? 

Similarly, for whom are we tailoring the program of learning? Regarding students’ mismatch 

with what many came to psychology to ‘do’ (namely become a ‘psychologist’), the service-

facing roles that graduates occupy across the countries are aligning with that desire for 
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students to ‘help people’. Just how well are we preparing them for these people-skilled roles 

in their undergraduate education? Especially when the focus of undergraduate psychology is 

mostly on the preparation for postgraduate study (Halpern & Butler, 2011). Halpern and 

Butler suggest that the way faculty develop courses does not align with student expectations.  

A common challenge for the case countries presented is the volatile job market for 

graduates, as documented by the World Economic Forum (2019). A US study into graduates 

(one-year post-graduation) indicated that students rated a psychology degree low for 

preparing them for the kinds of specialisations and associated fields of psychology (Borden & 

Rajecki, 2000). The lack of preparation extended to lack of knowledge on the kinds of 

qualifications (and extra study) required to enter the desired specialisations (Borden & 

Rajecki). Only 23% of graduates in this study expressed that their vocation was ‘directly 

related’ to psychology a year after graduation. This statistic suggests that more needs to be 

done to develop both practical skills and direct students’ attention to the applicability of these 

in various roles (Scott, 2016). It is also important to note methodological issues with graduate 

surveys. The survey in question asked about employment only one year after graduation, 

which does ignore that there are a proportion of students that continue into further study. This 

further study may not always be in psychology. While continuing study, students may also be 

continuing the part-time or casual employment they held during their study. Considering that 

most students do not continue into further study, it reiterates a student need which must be 

addressed. In addition, response rates tend to be low. 

Rationale for a Common Goal and Shared Language 

The pervasive application of erroneous knowledge, attributions, and pseudoscience to 

psychological issues (since the 19th Century) may have resulted in a general downgrading of 

the value of psychological research (Pelham & Blanton, 2018). A second issue of the public 

view of psychology is a lack of appreciation for the difference between psychology as the 
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‘discipline’ and psychologists as professionals (O’Gorman 1993; Provost & Murray, 2011). 

The issues of widespread misunderstandings about psychology, and what a psychology 

education can offer, has resulted in ongoing calls to clarify, and thereby unify it in the minds 

of stakeholders (Sternberg & Grigorenko, 2001). Also, the scientist-practitioner aspiration 

adds to the confusion. As such, there is not just a misunderstanding but genuine confusion 

within the discipline. In 1995, Wapner decried that this unification was overdue, a view that 

has continued over the years (Fowler, 1990; Kimble, 1994). Staats (1991) noted a lack of 

consensus over psychology’s mission as being a contributing factor to this. Indeed, in 1992, 

Anastasi noted that unification efforts stalled because of a lack of language or infrastructure.  

Unity is needed to resolve the issue of misunderstanding ‘psychology’ (Sternberg & 

Grigorenko, 2001). Misunderstandings by students, government, business, and general public 

can be understood through Bronfenbrenner’s model (see Figure 1 below): higher education 

psychology students in the centre (microsystem); immediate social interaction such as student 

peers, educators and family (mesosystem); student university and community services, social 

and mass media and general public interactions (exosystem); and finally the broader views 

and attitudes towards psychology in culture (macrosystem) (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; 

Bronfenfrenner, 1979). This is summarised in Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1  

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) 

 

The macrosystem level suggests that a clearer understanding of psychology’s benefit, 

that was agreed upon within a country and internationally, is important for future students’ 

learning which are increasingly global and connected (Barrie et al., 2014; Lipp et al., 2007). 

Cranney and Dunn (2011a) note that global citizenship should be a major goal of higher 

education, with an understanding of national cultural issues as well. For example, this could 

take the form of understanding indigenous psycholog(ies) (Dudgeon et al., 2011). Lipp et al. 

(2007) state that “there is a great deal of scope for psychology not only to internationalise its 

own curriculum but also to contribute to the internationalisation of the curriculum in other 

[fields]” (p.66). Although this will be presented and analysed in greater detail in Study 1 

(Chapter 2), it is worth noting that some conceptualisations of psychological literacy have 

included attributes related to cultural competency. For example, Attribute 8 of psychological 

literacy, as conceptualised by McGovern et al. (2010) includes “recognizing, understanding, 

and fostering respect for diversity” (p. 11). Similarly, cultural competence is stated in the 

conceptualisation of psychological literacy in Burton et al. (2013). 

Microsystem: Psychology student

Mesosystem: student peers, 
educators and family

Exosystem: student university 
and community services, social 
and mass media and general 
public interactions 

Macrosystem: views and 
attitudes towards psychology 
in culture
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Looking to the exosystem, the lack of understanding or scepticism of psychology 

(Lilienfeld, 2009) has impacted funding channels, ultimately stifling research endeavours in 

the area. Ferguson et al. (2015) reported that psychology has a marketing, or public relations 

problem. They report that the general public has a “general negative impression of 

psychological science” (p. 528). Misconceptions about the nature of psychology is also 

present among granting bodies and university administrators (Badcock et al., 2007). 

Misconceptions among these bodies and can have an impact on the amount of funding that 

research in the discipline receives (Stratford, 2014). Specifically, Price (2010) states that the 

prevailing misunderstanding of psychology as ‘not a science’ has resulted in it not receiving a 

place in STEM funding streams. Such prejudices have also been blamed for not providing 

adequate funding within universities themselves, such as science and maths support programs 

for psychology students (Lilienfeld, 2009). Students’ need for a unified, fit-for-purpose 

psychology education (understood as the ‘microsystem’) was described by Halpern (2010) as 

an exposure to global problems that can be addressed by psychological knowledge and skills. 

A consensus over graduate attributes offers one avenue to provide a standardised and 

well-suited psychology education through. Having consensus over what we are aiming for in 

psychology education is useful in each psychology school. Intranational consensus is helpful 

for standardising education, leading to accountability measures for programs (as with 

accreditation bodies such as APAC in Australia). Indeed, Barrie et al. (2014) argue that 

without a shared understanding of educational outcomes, derived from an agreement among 

the academic community, there are issues of credibility for any assessment of learning. But 

what of efforts to internationally standardise graduate attributes for psychology? Agreed 

graduate attributes unite the field of psychology over different geographical contexts and 

exploit the synergies between like-minded countries (McGovern et al., 2010). Without 

consensus, the field retains different ideas of what psychology education looks like, in 
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different settings. The lack of a shared standards and alignment between higher education 

institutions is a public concern (Barrie et al., 2014). Psychology education researchers also 

advocate for the much-needed development of “a common core of knowledge and skills” 

(Stoloff et al., 2004, p. 30). Halpern (2004) asserts that there are many benefits for seeking 

consensus by determining the objectives of a psychology learning program; that a) “the act of 

coming together to discuss what faculty want students to know and be able to do when they 

graduate can create greater coherence in the curriculum” as well as b) “articulating learning 

goals can be a stimulus for educational improvement” (p.19). Central to this process is 

deciding what educators want students to be able to know and do upon graduation (Halpern, 

2004)? Halpern’s question mirrors the purpose of psychological literacy, so advances in 

refining this concept should support the educational benefits listed in the previous quote.  

A united understanding of the attributes of psychology graduates benefits the 

discipline by way of increasing credibility, marketability and increases collaboration through 

the unproblematic sharing of psychological-educational resources (Barrie et al., 2014). I 

suggest that the solution to achieve unity is by addressing Anastasi’s (1992) point, that 

unification cannot occur due to a lack of shared language. A concept known as 

‘psychological literacy’ has been growing in use within the psychology education sphere has 

the potential to be a “unifying concept” (McGovern et al., 2010, p. 19). Psychological literacy 

can assist the majority of students that don’t go into professional psychology to “accept that 

their aspirations towards a career in psychology are likely to remain unfulfilled, but who 

remain enthused an inspired by the subject, and are looking for ways to contribute to stay in 

touch with it” (Hulme, 2014, p. 933). It is important to note that the term ‘psychological 

literacy’ has been used to describe various graduate attributes, with a history of the term 

found in the introduction of Chapter 2. As a result, what makes someone proficient, or literate 

in psychology requires further exploration. 
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The concept ‘psychological literacy’ as a candidate for solving the unity problem is 

bolstered by the acceptance and influence of it by accreditation bodies internationally. In the 

UK, a report was developed in 2007 by the BPS in consultation with the Association of 

Heads of Psychology Departments (AHPD) and endorsed by the Higher Education Academy 

(HEA; now known as OneHE), entitled “the future of psychology education” (Trapp et al., 

2011). This directive included psychological literacy as an aim for all psychology 

undergraduate programs. At the Division of Academics, Researchers and Teachers in 

Psychology Symposium (The Division of Academics, Researchers and Teachers in 

Psychology (DARTP)), Hulme et al. (2015) stated that higher education requires “continued 

support for the embedding of psychological literacy within the psychology curriculum from 

the BPS, and active engagement with psychological literacy on the part of educators and 

educational managers, policy makers…examination boards and students themselves” (pp. 21-

22). Their definition of psychological literacy differs to the US view of the concept, which 

was defined during the APA 2008 conference in Puget Sound (Halpern et al., 2010; 

McGovern et al., 2010).  

Research from Australia reports that the concept has a significant ongoing role in 

curriculum design, with Burton and McDonald (2011) suggesting that “the higher education 

environment in Australia is experiencing changes that will make the development of 

psychological literacy an even more important attribute for students to develop in the coming 

years” (p. 102). Prior to the development of the 2019 APAC standards, an Australian 

government-funded education project from the Office of Learning and Teaching 

recommended that psychology accreditation standards should be reviewed to “emphasise 

psychological literacy as the primary outcome of [undergraduate] psychology education” 

(Cranney, Botwood & Morris, 2012, p. 27). Various stakeholders were engaged during the 

project, including APAC and the Program Development and Advisory Committee (PDAC) of 
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the APS. In Australia, psychological literacy’s influence on APAC is evident in their 

standards document. Whilst not formally listed as ‘psychological literacy’, the 2019 standards 

state that accredited programs equip students with knowledge and skills that can be utilised 

within their community (APAC, 2019). The acknowledgement that an undergraduate 

psychology education should allow for learning to be applied across a range of personal and 

professional settings aligns with Cranney, Botwood and Morris’ (2012) view of 

psychological literacy. Also, this position advocates for a psychology education that is more 

relevant to all future students, not just an education to prepare students for postgraduate 

study. 

The influence of psychological literacy in each of the case countries (presented above) 

demonstrates that there are differing degrees of influence within accreditation requirements. 

As explained previously, the term ‘psychological literacy’ does not feature in the Australian 

accreditation standards as set out by APAC. However, the standards do align with a 

conceptualisation of psychological literacy that was developed by Cranney, Botwood and 

Morris (2012). The 2019 APAC standards reflect this view of psychological literacy, 

following recommendations made to the APS and APAC for its inclusion. The concept of 

psychological literacy has been enshrined in the UK’s standards for undergraduate 

psychology (QAA, 2019), which is enforced by the BPS as part of their accreditation process. 

As such, the concept of psychological literacy exerts a large degree of influence on the 

undergraduate curriculum. The US does not have the same accreditation system as Australia 

or the UK, so it cannot mandate the inclusion of psychological literacy into the curriculum. 

However, the APA issues guidelines which are influential in the development of psychology 

curricula. Psychological literacy is explicitly listed as a goal of an undergraduate psychology 

education in the US, stating that “students who graduate with a baccalaureate degree should 

be able to demonstrate psychological literacy” (APA, 2013, p. 4). 



PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 62 

Bevan (1982) asserted that psychology required a report on the state of psychological 

knowledge every decade, to ensure psychology is fit for purpose (i.e., it can meet the needs of 

society). Considering the term ‘psychological literacy’ was in high use around a decade ago, 

it is reasonable to consider that a report on the usefulness of this term is now required. The 

concept of assessing fitness of purpose for statements of educational achievement should 

receive greater attention (Scott, 2016). McGovern et al. (2010) discuss the value of revisiting 

influential concepts like psychological literacy, viewing such developments as ‘living 

documents’. Indeed, any curriculum documents that stipulate program objectives should be 

viewed in this way (Stoloff et al., 2004). McGovern et al. view this as an opportunity to 

stipulate learning goals, guide the development of programs, as well as the ability to engage 

faculty in a continuous process of evaluation and renewal. Halonen et al. (2011) argue that 

psychological literacy should be centrally embedded within psychology faculty/departments 

to address the identity and employability needs of undergraduate psychology students. 

Halonen et al. and McGovern et al. (2010) are proposing that psychological literacy play a 

central role in undergraduate curricula, so a critical analysis of the concept would provide 

necessary clarity and credibility. 

Halpern’s (2010) book “Undergraduate education in psychology: A blueprint for the 

future of the discipline” reformed the US psychology curriculum. Their text is noted for 

signposting ‘psychological literacy’ as an important term in psychology education 

(McGovern et al., 2010). Since 2010, the concept has been used to describe varying aims of 

psychology education around the world (Cranney & Dunn 2011; BPS, 2019; Trapp et al., 

2011). The concept has been accepted into pedagogical parlance without much formal 

analysis, and texts have espoused the developmental benefits of students receiving an 

education embedded with this concept (Taylor & Hulme, 2015; McGovern et al. 2010; 

Cranney & Dunn, 2011a; Cranney, 2013). 
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Interest in defining what psychology can offer related fields is also increasing, notably 

in teacher and medical education (Taylor, 2019). For example, an understanding of theories 

of motivation by medical professionals may have an impact on medication or exercise 

compliance in their patients. Of note, Cordingley et al. (2013) advise that the UK medical 

curriculum is lacking in psychological education and should include views of psychology 

educators. In general, the type of psychology education that related disciplines receive may 

need reforming, as they are predominately focused on basic content, to the detriment of the 

development of psychology-related skills (Taylor, 2019). Whether psychological literacy is 

an adequate concept to address this issue is still open to debate and depends on the extent to 

which this concept is uniformly definable and accepted (Scott, 2016). 

This Chapter has provided an overview of undergraduate psychology, with reference 

to constraints and opportunities. The constraints placed on higher education psychology are 

based on top-down requirements and accountability to governmental funding, higher 

education policy and standards, and accreditation requirements. In an increasingly globally-

oriented world, access to education, transfer of qualifications across countries, and the 

standardisation of educational outcomes are important issues facing psychology education 

(Barrie et al., 2014). Psychology education is equally influenced by the needs of the 

consumer: students. I have deliberately taken the approach of referring to students as 

‘consumers’ as many aspects of the higher education system is geared towards satisfying 

student requirements, particularly to (perceived or actual) vocational preparation. The result 

of top-down and bottom-up pressures has led to an increased need for shared language and a 

unified goal for the psychology undergraduate degree. The need for a shared understanding of 

outcomes by stakeholders is not unique to psychology and reflects a major challenge facing 

higher education (Barrie et al., 2014). The concept of psychological literacy has been 

proposed as a mechanism to address the needs of stakeholders. As such, this thesis is 
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motivated by the need to ensure that this concept is valid, evidence-based, and has conceptual 

consensus. The research is additionally motivated by recommendations in Scott (2016) which 

advocates for an evidence-based process of peer-review for higher education outcomes. 

Specifically, Scott recommends more focus on the formulation and validation of any 

proposed education outcomes. The next section presents the methods that have been applied 

to explore the concept of psychological literacy in Chapters 2, 3 and 4.  
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Methods for this Thesis 

As enquiry into psychological literacy is relatively new, an appropriate place to begin 

is to identify and evaluate previous approaches to measuring psychological literacy. This was 

achieved through a systematic narrative review of the literature, alongside a secondary 

analysis of construct validity. These research endeavours allowed me to identify the gaps in 

knowledge, as well as identifying research needs and future directions. One of these future 

directions was the recommendation to explore psychology educators’ understanding of the 

concept of psychological literacy. 

Participants for Study 3 

It was not known how psychology educators’ defined psychological literacy, or how 

educators applied this concept in practice. Therefore, in-depth qualitative interviews were a 

useful approach to explore the understanding of psychological literacy as it pertains to these 

psychology educators, which is a key stakeholder group in the education of psychology 

students. Qualitative interview studies require continued recruitment until there has been 

saturation observed in the data. Saturation refers to a lack of new ideas or themes identified 

by successive participants. Saturation is generally reached with six to fourteen participants 

(Braun & Clarke, 2013); however, this figure is suggested for studies within a particular 

context. As this study aimed to discuss psychology educator perspectives across several 

contexts (such as different countries) this number would be expected to be higher. I sought 

participants according to a purposive sampling matrix (Table 10, Chapter 4). A summary of 

participant characteristics is presented in Table 11 (Chapter 4). 

I sought participants from a range of junior and senior/leadership positions. 

Experience and seniority are a suitable proxy for familiarity with university 

policy/requirements, and or constraints. It also offers insight into curriculum decisions. 

Conversely, educators with limited experience or entrenchment into existing processes may 
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offer insights into what they would like their curriculum to look like, especially in relation to 

the development of student attributes. Many of these ‘less experienced’ educators were also 

closer to the time of being in the role of ‘student’ and were generally in front-line student-

facing roles. Additional insights regarding the needs of students may be better offered by 

such front-line roles.  

 Ethical considerations 

The human research conducted as part of this thesis followed the National Health and 

Medical Research Committee requirements, as specified in the National Statement on ethical 

conduct in human research (National Health and Medical Research Council, The Australian 

Research Council, & The Australian Vice-Chancellor’s Committee, 2007). A research 

proposal was presented to the University of Adelaide’s School of Psychology Human 

Research Ethics Subcommittee and was granted approval as HREC H-2019-19/15. The 

approved research and recruitment protocol is outlined below.  

Recruitment 

I employed a purposive sampling matrix to guide recruitment in the interview study 

(Table 10, Study 3). Participants were recruited from the US, Australia, and Europe 

(including the UK) for this project. Three major recruitment methods were used. Participants 

were recruited from the 2019 European Society for Psychology Learning and Teaching 

conference (ESPLAT), and the 2019 Australian Psychology Teaching conference (AusPLaT), 

through a flyer (Appendix 2). Conference organisers (AusPLaT, ESPLAT) were contacted 

directly and provided with details of the study including the flyer, invitation to participate, 

consent form, and information sheet (see appendices 2, 3, 4, and 5). No personal information 

of attendees of the conferences was sought. I obtained verbal and/or written confirmation 

from the conference organiser(s) (AusPLaT, ESPLAT) to disseminate the study flyer 

(Appendix 2) to conference attendees. Participants recruited through conference flyers 
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(Appendix 2), as well as university e-mail contacts from psychology schools received both an 

invitation to participate and study information via my university e-mail. 

Participants were also purposively recruited via e-mails sent to university departments 

in the US, Australia, and Europe. I provided information about the study to those who were 

interested in participating. The invitation to participants briefly outlined the purpose of the 

study and what the research involved. The intention of the information sheet was to allow 

potential participants to quickly identify whether they would like to participate. The 

participant information sheet (Appendix 4) outlined the purpose, nature, and possible risks or 

benefits of the study.  

Similarly, passive snowballing was employed to recruit participants from primary and 

co-supervisors, who are active in professional teacher networks e.g., Heads of Departments 

and Schools of Psychology Australia (HODSPA; ACH) and Teaching Specialist networks 

(PS). Purposive recruitment was also conducted by my primary (ACH) and co-supervisors 

(PS), who contacted suitable individuals in their existing professional networks. These 

individuals were emailed an invitation to participate, consent form, and participant 

information sheet (Appendices 3, 4, and 5). Through the contact information provided on the 

information sheet, I received correspondence from individuals that wished to participate. 

ACH and PS were blind to those who agreed to participate. 

Data security and anonymity 

I constructed a data management plan to ensure adhesion to data/participant security 

requirements of the University of Adelaide. As part of the University’s requirements, I saved 

interview recordings and transcriptions on the university’s secure server. In addition, I de-

identified participants’ data in transcripts, and in the labelling of files (such as audio 

recordings of interviews). All notes, audio recordings, and interview transcripts from were 

kept on a password protected computer at the University of Adelaide. All relevant files were 
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stored on the secure university server. I removed any indicators of a participant’s identity 

from transcripts and employed pseudonyms. 

Participants were given the opportunity to obtain a full, de-identified transcript of 

their interview to review. This process is known as ‘member checking’ (Braun & Clarke, 

2013). I asked participants to provide clarification or comments at their discretion, as well as 

the ability to request changes or deletions to the transcript. The procedure outlined above 

ensures the validity of the data collected, by reducing the risk of misrepresenting participants’ 

talk (the data). Participants that requested member checking were emailed their transcript 

within two weeks (of their interview). Participants ensured that no identifying information 

remained in their transcripts. During this process, I asked participants to identify any 

information that they believed could identify them (which I then removed). I conducted an 

analysis of anonymised and de-identified data under the guidance of the primary supervisor 

(ACH).  I provided a copy of each final transcript to the primary supervisor on a USB device 

to be stored in the School of Psychology for a period of five years, after which material will 

be deleted and destroyed. I advised participants of this procedure in the Participant 

Information Sheet (Appendix 4).  

The future use of data in this project is classified as ‘extended’ according to the 

University of Adelaide: given for the use of data in future research projects that are: (i) an 

extension of, or closely related to, the original project; or (ii) in the same general area of 

research. I informed participants of the intent to use data in subsequent ‘extension’ studies at 

the consent stage. I explained that data would remain de-identified in any future extension 

projects and publications.  

Interview process 

I conducted one-to-one in-depth, semi-structured interviews. A priori questions 

guided the interview to focus the relevant areas for discussion (Appendix 1). Audio 
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recordings were taken with the consent of the participant. Prior to the interview, I provided 

all information about the study, including the expected uses of the data collected during the 

interview and the participants’ right to withdraw at any time. I also asked whether 

participants had any questions about the study, before informed consent was gained. If the 

interview was conducted by Zoom, Skype or telephone, I ensured that a completed consent 

form was received (i.e., by email) prior to the interview, and/or given verbal, recorded 

consent. If the interview was conducted in person, then the consent form was completed by 

the participant on arrival (unless an electronic copy of the form was received via e-mail). In 

both instances, consent was also confirmed verbally at commencement of the interview. 

I did not expect that any distress and/or harm would be caused through the interview 

process, as I only sought to explore participants’ perceptions of the concept of ‘psychological 

literacy’. However, a procedure was in place if participants showed any sign(s) of distress. 

This procedure was not enacted in this study but will be briefly explained for completeness. If 

a participant became distressed during an interview or disclosed any information that 

indicated risk of harm to self or others, I was to immediately cease the interview and contact 

the primary supervisor (ACH). ACH would then take necessary steps to ensure the safety of 

the participant or others. 

Methodology and Analysis 

Because there is a paucity of psychological literacy research (Newell, Chur-Hansen & 

Strelan, 2020), the work in this thesis is both inductive and deductive, driven by the research 

question and the availably of previous research/theory. For the first two studies, prior 

research and analysis frameworks existed which enabled deductive analysis. The initial 

research question and main categories for the third study were derived from a deductive 

approach, informed by the findings of Study 1 and 2. Study 3 was the first published research 

to analyse the understanding of the concept in a novel population (psychology educators) and 
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relies on emergent flexibility (Schreier, 2012). As such, I employed an inductive approach to 

drive the creation of codes through subsequent interviews. This approach is data-driven, like 

the approach taken in traditional thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013). The research 

methodology aligned with a previous, large-scale Australian research project (Barrie et al., 

2014) that explored the assessment of learning outcomes across other disciplines (business, 

chemistry, drama, history, law, and veterinary science). 

A rationale for the selection of the mixed-method design in this thesis is now 

presented with a discussion of how academic rigour was embedded into the design of the 

studies. The general theme of the approaches to data analysis is ‘systematic’. Within the 

presented studies, I took a systematic approach to evaluating research quality against existing 

frameworks (Messick, 1995; Moola et al., 2017). I then employed a systematic approach to 

describe and classify interview material into a coding frame (Schreier, 2012). The approaches 

for analysing data for each study are summarised below, highlighting the systematic nature of 

the analysis techniques employed. 

I applied a ‘pragmatic’ attitude to methodological selection by considering the 

research questions, then adopting the most useful approach for generating evidence to answer 

the questions posed (Bergman, 2011). This was particularly relevant for the Study 2 (Chapter 

3) where a paucity of research (and varied approaches to operationalising psychological 

literacy) meant that a standard systematic review process was not plausible. A modified 

Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Systematic Review protocol used to conduct a systematic 

narrative review (Moola et al., 2017).  

The following section introduces the JBI protocol for quality systematic reviews 

(Moola et al., 2017). This is then followed by an overview of construct validity analyses, with 

particular attention paid to Messick’s (1995) unified validity framework. Finally, a detailed 

exploration into the qualitative research paradigm employed in the third study is provided. A 
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focus on quality and reflexivity within qualitative research, and the methodology grounding 

the use of Qualitative Content Analysis is presented.  

Study 1: Systematic Review of Psychological Literacy Measurement Research 

The review utilised a modified Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) systematic review 

process (Moola et al., 2017), alongside the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 

and Meta Analyses (PRISMA) (Moher et al., 2009) protocol. These methods were applied to 

studies that measured psychological literacy in the higher education psychology context. Both 

the PRISMA and JBI review processes were derived from clinical/healthcare research 

settings, however they are now used more widely, including in policy research and 

development (Moola et al., 2017; Munn et al., 2014; Moher et al., 2009; Page et al., 2021).  

PRISMA protocol. The PRISMA (Moher et al., 2009) protocol was utilised to 

identify and report suitable psychological literacy measurement studies in Study 1. It is worth 

noting that an updated checklist and guidance was published (Page et al., 2021), after Study 1 

was published. As a result, this section details the 2009 protocol and checklist, as it was the 

resource available during Study 1. For aspects that remain unchanged between 2009 (Moher 

et al., 2009) and 2021, I refer to the updated PRISMA publication (Page et al., 2021). 

PRISMA publications (2009, 2021) refer to a four-step flow diagram and associated checklist 

to standardise and ensure rigour for any systematic review. Some aspects of the full PRISMA 

checklist were not suited to the nature and aims of Study 1, such as the Patient, Population or 

Problem; Intervention; Comparison; Outcome (PICO) template, which is relevant for 

clinically based studies of disease and drug interventions (Moher et al., 2009). Only the 

relevant aspects of the PRISMA checklist were employed, which is permitted, with the 

“modification of the checklist items or flow diagram…necessary in particular circumstances” 
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(Moher et al., 2009, p. 3). Aspects of the checklist that were particularly relevant for Study 1 

were: 

• Stating eligibility criteria 

• Information source selection 

• Database search strategy 

• Study selection criteria 

• Data collection 

• Characteristics of individual studies documented 

• Synthesis of results 

• Summary of evidence 

• Limitations 

• Conclusions and recommendations 

The latter half of this list (from ‘data collection’) is achieved in Study 1 by following the 

JBI’s Systematic Review Guidelines (Moola et al., 2017) as the JBI facilitates adherence to, 

and recommends the use of the PRISMA checklist (Munn et al., 2014).  

To understand the steps involved in identifying suitable studies to be included in the 

systematic review, a flow diagram is presented in Study 1 (Chapter 2). To demonstrate the 

application of this protocol in Study 1, the third point (as listed above) is the development of 

a database search strategy to capture all possible relevant material. The search strategy in 

Study 1 was developed with an expert librarian, to satisfy the requirements of PRISMA 

(2009). I also present the search strategy as Table 5 in Study 1 (Chapter 2). The process of 

peer-reviewing the search strategy (as outlined above), as well as testing the search strategy 

against studies that were already selected as highly relevant satisfies the validity of the 

search, according to PRISMA protocols (2009 and 2021). Because the PRISMA protocol 

used in Study 1 was based on studies that aimed to measure psychological literacy, it was 
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naturally narrow in scope. A narrow search strategy negated the requirement to adopt various 

approaches to searching, when a concept is challenging to define (Page et al., 2021). I present 

the full PRISMA flow chart as Figure 2, Study 1 (Chapter 2). 

Systematic Review (JBI) methodology. JBI documentation states that the “data to be 

extracted includes not only the outcomes, but also the methods used to obtain the outcomes, 

and the validity and reliability of these methods” (Munn et al., 2014, p. 50). As such, I outline 

the JBI systematic review process, as it was applied in Study 1 (Chapter 2). 

Critical appraisal tool. The methodological quality of any relevant study (identified 

through the PRISMA protocol; Moher et al., 2009)) was analysed against set criteria. The JBI 

Systematic Review guidelines (Moola et al., 2017) offers many exemplars of checklists to 

guide selection, with a list of criteria that can be scored using a ‘yes’/’no’/’unclear’/’not 

applicable’ rating system. Following JBI guidelines, we declared our modified checklist in 

Study 1. The checklist was developed through the selection of appropriate checklist items 

from the JBI manual (Aromataris & Munn, 2020), based on the methods of measuring 

psychological literacy in the included studies. I also provide a copy of our instrument (see 

Table 6 in Chapter 2), as per JBI requirements (Aromataris & Munn, 2020). Following the 

JBI manual, the checklist was developed in advance of any scoring commencing and agreed 

by all reviewers (Aromataris & Munn, 2020; Munn et al., 2014). Study 1 followed the review 

process as recommended in the JBI manual, with the checklist used by “two independent 

reviewers conducting the critical appraisal…reviewers [were] blinded to each other’s 

assessment, and assessments [were] only compared once initial appraisal of an article [was] 

completed by both reviewers” (Aromataris & Munn, 2020, p. 41).  

The JBI systematic review process (Aromataris & Munn, 2020; Moola et al., 2017) 

also discusses how to manage disagreements from the assessment. The two reviewers in 

Study 1 (SN, ACH) discussed any disagreements and clarified any ambiguity in relation to 
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rating an article against the checklist, until they were resolved. There is provision in the JBI 

review process for a third party to be brought in to resolve any disagreements from the 

appraisal checklists, but this was not required in Study 1. Following the JBI manual, appraisal 

questions were presented with the results of the appraisal, which are presented in Table 6 of 

Study 1 (Chapter 2).  

 Description of Studies. Another process which adds to both the completeness and 

reliability of any assessment is the inclusion of supplementary materials. A description of 

each study (with sufficient detail of the interpretation of research design, methodology and 

results) provides important context for any results presented (Aromataris & Munn, 2020). 

These guidelines were adhered to and presented as Supplementary Table 1 (Study 1, Chapter 

2).  

Methodological Quality Results and Findings. As outlined earlier, the assessment 

of methodological quality is based on the findings of the critical appraisal checklist. A written 

summary “is presented alongside the table of results… [the findings] should be addressed in 

the narrative also, particularly studies were deficient, or particularly good, i.e., with clear 

narrative regarding risk of bias/rigour of included studies” (Aromataris & Munn, 2020, p. 

248). According to JBI guidelines (Moola et al., 2017), the use of ‘not applicable’, or 

‘unclear’ should be discussed in the narrative, which I present in Study 1 (Chapter 2). The 

discussion of the review discusses the weight of evidence and consider the issues, limitations, 

and strengths of the included studies, as required by Moola et al. (2017).  

The focus on the narrative aspect of my review was intentional and supported by the 

guidelines for systematic reviews, stating that “the results of all systematic reviews require 

some degree of narrative” (Aromataris & Munn, 2020, p. 244). The synthesis of information 

that is presented in Study 1 reflects and is supported by JBI systematic review methodology, 

with the “use of words and text (tables are often included also) to summarise and explain the 



PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 75 

findings of a synthesis process” (Aromataris & Munn, 2020, p. 244). The narrative process 

was suited to my research as it provides consistency for the conclusions that can be drawn 

from studies which are dissimilar in method (as was the case in Study 1). Indeed, it is the 

structure of the assessment of studies included for review, and an agreement over how this 

structure is presented in Study 1 that ensures reliability for any conclusions drawn 

(Lockwood & White, 2012). A determination of construct validity is recognised as an 

important aspect of quality assurance in higher education (Scott, 2016). 

Study 2: Construct Validity Analysis of Psychological Literacy Literature 

I reported concerns for the validity of some studies in Study 1. The issues had 

emerged due to the different approaches to measure psychological literacy, with each 

demonstrating varied approaches to define the concept. As a consequence, the studies were 

measuring a range of skills, or tests of knowledge (e.g., test of misconceptions in 

psychology), claiming to measure the same thing: psychological literacy. This finding raised 

a larger question about the validity of the construct as a whole, not just the studies that aimed 

to measure it. An analysis of construct validity was conducted to investigate the issue. Study 

2 (Chapter 3) utilised Messick’s (1995) unified framework of construct validity, a recognised 

approach for assessing construct validity that is stipulated in the Standards for Educational 

and Psychological Testing, known as the ‘Testing Standards’ (American Educational 

Research Association [AERA], American Psychological Association [APA], & National 

Council on Measurement in Education [NCME], 2014). Applying the construct validity 

assessment approach from the Testing Standards (AERA, APA, & NCME, 2014), adopted by 

US bodies that are concerned with educational outcomes, Messick’s framework has been 

recognised as best practice for the evaluation of evidence of construct validity. This is 

especially for concepts like psychological literacy that are relevant to the educational context. 
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To illustrate that construct validity is central to all claims for validity, Messick (1995) 

explains that “validity is an overall evaluative judgement of the degree to which empirical 

evidence and theoretical rationales support the adequacy and appropriateness of [a 

construct]…and any interpretations and actions on the basis of test scores, or other modes of 

assessment” (p. 446-447). Messick’s (1995) conceptualisation of validity includes previously 

separate notions of content, criterion, and construct validities into one evaluation of validity. 

Messick (1989) integrates previously disparate concepts (such as criterion validity) into one 

validity assessment of the construct under investigation. The approach acknowledges the 

interdependent nature of validity, particularly in the interrelatedness of content validity: 

whether the content of any test or measurement is an accurate test of the construct of interest 

(Kane, 2001). Similarly, that any construct is defined in a way that reflects a domain of 

interest and is an interpretation of an observable phenomenon (i.e., construct validity). So, 

whether a test covers all aspects of a construct is dependent on whether all aspects of a 

construct are known, defined, and represented. The view of separate types of validity has 

been disputed since the 1950s, with Loevinger (1957) classifying ‘criterion’ and ‘content’ 

validity as mechanisms for establishing evidence towards a larger assessment of construct 

validity.  

Messick’s (1995) aspects of construct validity are: content, substantive, structural, 

generalisability, external, and consequential, which are defined further in Study 2. Messick’s 

(1995) framework is a useful lens to specifically examine the severity of ‘threats to construct 

validity’ (Cook & Campbell, 1979) within the studies that aimed to measure psychological 

literacy (from Study 1, Chapter 2), as well as examining evidence from the wider literature 

for how the concept is defined. This broader perspective of identifying threats in the 

measurement design supports Messick’s (1995) framework that assesses the evidence for 

construct validity in individual psychological literacy measures. Taking both a broad, and 
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specific focus for gathering evidence for overall construct validity acknowledges the critiques 

of a unified validity framework. Lissitz and Samuelsen (2007) state that the unified 

framework needs to be expanded to include the broader issues of concept definition and 

research design, suggesting that it should be understood as internal construct validity (as 

defined by Messick, 1995), and external construct validity (as defined by Cook & Campbell, 

1979). I have aimed to resolve any critiques by evaluating both internal and external 

construct validity in Study 2.  

Study 3: Qualitative Content Analysis of Interviews with Psychology Educators 

This body of research makes some epistemological assumptions and making these 

underlying positions transparent is important to the understanding of the research (Braun & 

Clarke, 2013). As I initially came from the School of Education, I have a view about the 

learning and knowledge based on the traditions of Social Constructivism. Educational 

paradigms have, and continue to, shift from the view of teacher as lecturer to that of 

facilitator. The current major educational paradigm is Social Constructivism. This is a 

philosophical and epistemological tradition that is also applicable to psychological research. 

It is based on the influential work of both Piaget (2003) and Vygotsky (2007). Piaget’s 

research (2003) gave rise to the understanding that individual knowledge and schemas are 

constructed inside the mind of the individual.  

Vygotsky (2007) expanded this individualistic view to take the wider context into 

account: that we construct our schema based on negotiated and agreed truths about our 

experiences, mediated through social interaction. Particularly, that there is an empirical way 

of gathering knowledge of the world around us, but that knowledge is shared and socially 

constructed in its meaning. Explained by Balbi (2008), it is “an epistemological premise 

grounded on the assertion that, in the act of knowing, it is the human mind that actively gives 

meaning and order to that reality to which it is responding” (p. 16). This approach assists in 
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breaking down the arbitrary delineation between interpretative and positivist paradigms 

(Barbour, 2014). The views of psychology educators in Study 3 (Chapter 4) align with the 

concept of scaffolding, as introduced by Vygotsky (2007), acknowledging the hierarchical 

nature of skill development. These participant views offer support for Hulme and Cranney’s 

(2021) view of psychological literacy encompassing “threshold concepts” (p. 8). Future 

research may investigate this concept further, including any implications for how the revised 

definition is enacted in the learning environment.  

The idea that it is difficult to separate the individual from the wider social and cultural 

environment also links with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) social ecological model, which is 

presented in Chapter 1 and 4, as a way of understanding barriers to implementing 

psychological literacy in the higher education sector. Similarly, Maxwell and Chmiel (2011) 

advocate for research that aims to both ‘categorise’ and ‘connect’. These two approaches 

have been adopted in this thesis. The initial studies (Study 1 and 2) sought to ‘categorise’ 

existing research methodology, measurement approaches and quality. These analyses were 

conducted alongside Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA; Schreier, 2012).  

QCA was conducted using an analytical framework to codify groupings of findings 

into a conceptual framework (Schreier, 2012). This is an established method of drawing upon 

a priori questions in interviews to produce deductive analysis, as well as allowing for 

exploratory analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013). As little was understood about the perceptions 

of the target groups prior to the study, the questions guided the exploration of novel themes.  

Although interpretation of meaning is required, QCA does provide a systematic 

approach to describing the underlying meaning of interview material (Schreier, 2012). It is 

viewed as systematic in three ways, which Schreier (2012) outlines: “[1] all relevant material 

is taken into account; [2] a sequence of steps is followed during the analysis, regardless of 

your material; and [3] you have to check your coding for consistency (reliability)” (p. 9).  
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An important distinction that makes the method of content analysis employed in this 

thesis ‘qualitative’ is that it includes an appreciation for contextual factors (Groeben & 

Rustmeyer, 1994). I employed a purposive sampling frame to capture a range of influencing 

factors from the higher education system. I included interviewees from as many relevant 

contexts as required to allow the extraction of latent meaning in a systematic way. QCA 

requires the researcher to observe the obvious (or ‘manifest’) meaning, as well as considering 

contextual factors that give rise to participants’ perspectives. I was required to consider the 

extract against other data, as well as the arising context. For Study 3, the context refers to the 

educational landscape and institutions in which psychology educators work. A useful tool to 

express these contextual aspects is Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model. 

Bronfenbrenner’s model was employed to present the perceived barriers to embedding 

psychological literacy in the undergraduate degree.  

In QCA, the researcher does not ‘find’ meaning, it is interpreted and constructed in a 

systematic way, considering the context in which the data arise. A consideration for the real-

life contexts makes the data meaningful, rich, and constructed between people. This analysis 

approach acknowledges that data are developed from lived experience as well as the result of 

a particular context, i.e., participants share their narrative while situated in, and because of, a 

particular context. The approach to exploring graduate attributes in psychology through 

stakeholder engagement, interview, and inductive content analysis is similar to a large-scale 

study on learning outcomes in other disciplines (Barrie et al., 2014), and derived from the 

recommendations in Scott (2016). 

Acknowledging the impact of context (see Bronfenbrenner’s model, 1979) clarifies 

my position that we can ‘know’ what psychological literacy is from talking to psychology 

educators from within these contexts. This population have constructed their own meaning of 

what it is, and how they use/wish to use it, as influenced by the students they teach and the 
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institutions within which they work. Similarly, looking for commonalities between educators, 

(i.e., having agreement over the graduate attributes in psychology education), gives rise to 

psychological literacy being a product of an agreed, co-production of knowledge (Kincheloe, 

2008). As a result, there is a need to revisit existing varied conceptualisations in the literature, 

to see if educators’ ideas are shared or contested. This position works well within an 

interpretivist QCA methodology. QCA applies a systematic approach, by constructing 

categories which compare existing codes against new data. QCA is used within psychological 

literacy research already. Psychological literacy research using this methodology has been 

published in relation to students’ views of the concept (Harris et al., 2021; Appendix 9) and 

for processes to assess psychological literacy among students Pownall et al. (2021). Applying 

QCA methodology to different stakeholder groups (as applied to psychology educators in 

Study 3, Chapter 4) assists in determining consensus and ultimately generalisability of 

findings within the field.  

Research Quality  

Yardley (2000) argues that qualitative research is closer in alignment to relativist 

epistemologies, which makes the evaluation of quality complicated. More positivist-aligned 

concepts such as validity and reliability can be seen as a contentious topic in relation to 

qualitative research (Yardley, 2000). However, increasingly utilised qualitative 

methodologies such as QCA (Schreier, 2012) borrow from both positivist and interpretivist 

traditions in order to fully explore a concept. As a result, discussions around validity, quality 

and academic rigour can be addressed (Schreier, 2012; Yardley, 2000). Yardley proposes that 

‘quality’ qualitative research demonstrates: (a) sensitivity to context, (b) rigour and 

commitment, (c) coherence and transparency, and (d) impact. Each one of these aspects will 

be briefly explained for context. The concept of ‘sensitivity to context’ implies that quality 

research can only be derived from an immersive understanding of the investigated 
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phenomena (Yardley, 2000). Being sensitive to context, according to Yardley, requires the 

researcher to understand the taken-for-granted beliefs that underpin the concept of inquiry, 

and their relationship to this. The exploration of Tracy’s (2010) criterion of ‘reflexivity’ 

covers this quality aspect (and follows this section). 

Yardley (2000) refers to rigour and commitment as related to the concept of 

“thoroughness” (p. 221) and refers to the decisions made in the process of conducting 

research, such as appropriate recruitment and sufficient data collection. The selection of 

analysis techniques is also a factor in determining rigour, and the application of a flexible 

methodology (QCA) in Study 3 (Chapter 4), permitted rigorous exploration of the concept of 

psychological literacy. This idea is developed further in the section below which addresses 

Tracy’s (2010) criterion of ‘rich rigour’. Yardley’s remaining criteria are expanded further, 

with Yardley’s ‘coherence and transparency’ discussed as part of Tracy’s criteria of 

‘meaningful coherence’ and ‘sincerity’. Likewise, Yardley’s principle of ‘impact’ is 

expanded under Tracy’s criterion of ‘resonance and significant contribution’. Tracy’s more 

recent quality criteria encompass and expand upon the initial quality concepts introduced by 

Yardley. As such, Tracy’s criteria will be applied in consideration of my research and are 

presented below. 

Tracy’s (2010) qualitative research considerations were followed in the development 

of Study 3 (Chapter 4). The research considerations act as criteria for quality and were 

applied as they align with the epistemological underpinnings of the work. Tracy 

acknowledges the negotiated, or socially constructed, nature of what we agree is quality in 

research. Importantly though, Tracy’s criteria arrived from a pedagogical training position. 

So, a conceptualisation of quality research borne of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 

(SoTL) aligns with my values.  



PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 82 

Another link between Tracy’s (2010) work on conceptualising qualitative ‘quality’, 

and the present research into conceptualising ‘psychological literacy’ is the benefit of shared 

language. A common understanding of psychological literacy facilitates the communication 

of “value for our work to a variety of audiences” (Tracy, 2010, p. 838). A language of shared 

practice also provides the option to give structure and a systematic lens to the research 

(LeGreco & Tracy, 2009). An evaluation of the quality of qualitative research can be 

achieved through shared language, i.e., what we mean when we say, ‘quality research’. For 

this, I have looked to Tracy’s criteria to evaluate and define the shared language around 

psychology graduate attributes. As such, I present an explanation for achieving quality 

research for Study 1, 2, and 3. 

Tracy (2010) provides a framework of ‘big tent’ criteria to evaluate the quality of 

qualitative research. Tracy recognises that not all criteria will be relevant to all qualitative 

methodologies. As such, the appropriateness of these criteria in relation to the research 

conducted as part of this thesis will be explained within the categories below. 

Quality Research Criteria: Worthy Topic. Research that is relevant, and emerges 

out of discipline priorities, are hallmarks of Tracy’s (2010) criteria for a ‘worthy topic’. 

Challenging the way that higher education psychology programs have been developed is 

important, to explore whether taken-for-granted curriculum decisions are meeting stakeholder 

needs. Stakeholders need assurance that our education programs are fit for purpose, which 

meets the criteria of a ‘worthy topic’. Not only is this research relevant, but it is timely. There 

is a need to define the worth of an education in psychology at a time where student costs are 

increasing. I argue that the process of defining psychological literacy provides a shared 

language about what psychology graduates are capable of, and what they received for their 

investment. Each program, school, state, or country may outline the attributes that they hope 

to develop through their psychology degrees, but to what extent does a global agreement of 
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the purpose of undergraduate psychology education exist? This is important for many 

reasons, including employability and the needs of graduates crossing geographical 

boundaries. 

The need to unify the goal(s) of an undergraduate psychology education in a timely 

manner is driven by two current trends: firstly, as universities globally increase their 

participation rate, students as ‘consumers’ need to know why they would select psychology as 

an educational program. Notwithstanding the temporary halt on international travel due to the 

Covid-19 pandemic in 2021, a major source of gross domestic product for Australia (for 

example) are international students. So, there is a need a define what a psychology education 

consists of, and what it can do for students’ lives, in terms that extend beyond country 

borders. The second trend is also linked to the idea of students as consumers. As outlined 

earlier in this Chapter, the funding tied to educational programs is increasingly tied to 

employability outcomes, especially in Australia (Department of Education, 2019; DESE, 

2020). 

Quality Research Criteria: Rich Rigour. Weick (2007) discussed rich research as 

“possessing requisite variety” (p. 16), which includes a variety of theories, sources of data, 

and differing contexts and/or populations. Tracy’s (2010) rich rigour criterion is successfully 

achieved if the research program and methodology is “as complex, flexible and multifaceted 

as the phenomena being studied” (p. 841). Fundamentally, it is about appreciating nuance. 

This criterion is met through the application of varied methods (such as systematic review 

and QCA) to extract the views of psychological literacy from multiple sources (peer-

reviewed research, grey literature, and educator interviews).  

A criterion for the judgement of quality research can be the degree of “comparative 

potential” (Barbour, 2014, p. 502). The focus on multiple perspectives and sources drove the 

selection of the methods used because the drive to find common ground is a desire to 
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demonstrate rich rigour. Orr et al. (2012) argue the importance of comparative research to 

highlight “points of agreement, or commonalities, which allowed for the making of 

recommendations as to how to build on shared views” (p. 501). This approach is provided in 

the later part of this thesis, when an overall analysis is provided based on the findings of 

multiple sources of defining psychological literacy. The definition created through 

measurement studies, broader published and grey literature, and psychology educator views.  

In the development of a sampling matrix for Study 3, attention was paid to the varied 

contexts in which psychology educators work, including: the age of the school, the extent of 

indoctrination into discipline (in ‘years of experience’), the extent to which educators are part 

of programmatic decision-making processes (e.g., holding a co-ordinator position in the 

school), and gender identity. These contextual factors allowed the research to determine what 

was agreed between these perspectives. It is important to note that a future research 

recommendation from Study 3 (Chapter 4) is the inclusion of more countries into the next 

review of psychological literacy, for example, the inclusion of so-called non-western 

countries. 

Rigorous Analysis. One way to satisfy rich rigour criticisms is to adhere to 

replicability. A marker of quality research according to Tracy’s (2010) concept of rich rigour 

is transparency: a) transparency of data transformation, b) organisation, and c) accuracy. The 

number of supplementary files provided in this thesis, as well as space devoted to explaining 

the methodological and data analysis process offers adequate evidence, according to Yardley 

(2000). The selection of methodology and analysis techniques achieves rich rigour by 

utilising standardised, peer-reviewed approaches. The use of established frameworks such as 

JBI criteria (Moola et al., 2017), and Messick’s framework to evaluate the validity of other 

studies, helped to examine where the gaps lie. These gaps are mainly in relation to the 

validity of research in the field. Also, applying the QCA framework to systematically analyse 
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data (in a manner that can be replicated between raters) assists both reader comprehension, as 

well as replicability. 

Using existing, peer-reviewed methods for systematically assessing information 

helped increase trustworthiness. One such accepted methodology which was applied in this 

thesis was QCA (Schreier, 2012). QCA has been applied within psychology (Flick, 2013; 

Homa et al., 2013; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Mayring 2004; Schreier, et al., 2019). The 

method has also been applied in related fields, such as education research (Gläser-Zikuda, et 

al., 2020) and healthcare (Jarrín et al., 2019). Processes which are common to both QCA and 

related methods like Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clark, 2013) were employed, namely 

purposive sampling. Purposive sampling was applied to shape the research design as a 

mechanism for rigour (Rapley, 2014). Other processes such as member checking was 

employed, which is a form of respondent validation of the interview content (Barbour, 2014).  

As meaning is constructed, not ‘found’ in QCA, the validity of the building of the 

coding frame is essential to claim that analyses have been rigorous. Schreier (2014) argues 

that validity is central to QCA through the requirement to develop a system of categories that 

captures “significant aspects of the material. This usually requires that at least some 

categories are developed inductively.” (p.4). As such, rigorous analysis and validity are 

essential quality criteria in QCA methodology (Groeben & Rustmeyer, 1994). 

In a more specific case, interviews were conducted until they reached ‘saturation’ 

(i.e., the absence of any novel, meaningful talk related to the research question). 

Documenting the analysis process, with the aim of tracking saturation, ensures the criterion 

of rich rigour is met in relation to the consideration for collecting sufficient data to support 

claims. The means by which the data were collected followed standardised interview 

practices (as outlined in Schreier, 2012), which adds to the body of evidence for ensuring 

rigour. 
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Similarly, the timing between data collection and analysis is considered an aspect 

impacting on the rigour of the work. The space between fieldwork and the development of 

analysis notes was limited to two weeks in the process of “member checking” (Tracy, 2010, 

p. 841). As such, transcripts had to be produced to participants on request, within two weeks 

(as specified in the ethics proposal and consent form; Appendix 5). This had the desired 

impact of timeliness on transcription and analysis. It also resulted in the insurance of rigour, 

as interview questions and emerging themes, classified as ‘codes’ in QCA, could be tracked 

in time for subsequent interviews (see Supplementary Table 3 in Chapter 4, Study 3). This 

time-bound process ensured interview met the needs of the research question. 

Quality Research Criteria: Sincerity. Tracy (2010) also views transparency as a 

quality marker of sincere research. Transparency (as it relates to this criterion) refers to 

vulnerability, honesty, data auditing, and reflexivity (Yardley, 2000). Chamberlain (2015) 

classifies this as “methodological reflexivity” (p. 168), as distinct to Tracy’s criterion of 

reflexivity as defined in the next section. Firstly, data auditing processes are presented below 

to demonstrate the commitment to quality research in the various methods applied in this 

paper. Secondly, as it relates specifically to inductive paradigms, methodological reflexivity 

will be discussed in relation to the interview study (Study 3).  

Data Auditing Processes. Consistency is another essential factor for quality QCA, 

and this should be viewed through the lens of checking consistency of coding in the same 

researcher (the primary researcher constructing the meaning and frame), but also consistency 

between coders – to ensure that the material is being captured in appropriate categories, and 

the appropriate interpretation of the material for the research question. Inter-coder 
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comparisons are also a way to increase the rigour and the quality of the findings (Yardley, 

2007), which was applied in this thesis. 

Methodological Reflexivity. This thesis draws on a range of approaches across the 

disciplines of psychology and education, and the theories and knowledge that these fields 

generate. It was important not to be bound by methodology or discipline but guided by the 

specific questions arising from the data as each study was performed. The flexibility of 

thought afforded through multiple analytic lenses and research traditions has permitted a 

more nuanced understanding of psychological literacy (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012). The 

approach to analysing interviews using QCA (Schreier, 2012) in particular, is flexible in 

theoretic and epistemological application, in that it permits a positivist approach to 

quantifying terms used in transcripts, as well as an interpretivist process of analysing themes 

(Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

Transcribing of interview recordings used an audit trail to identify new subcategories 

as well as patterns in the data. This process aimed to condense the interview data into a set of 

systematic observations (Terry et al., 2017). Through this process, content analysis (the 

distinct code set which comprises the list of categories/subcategories) can then be explored as 

a narrative exploration of the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Schreier, 2012). Any 

insights, such as connections between concepts or between participants’ interviews, was also 

included in the audit trail (Braun & Clark, 2013). These ideas shaped the written analysis 

within the manuscript (Study 3). This process of familiarising myself with the transcripts also 

required me to note (in the audit trail) any agreements/disagreements I felt with participants 

and demonstrates reflexivity in understanding how my interpretation, and response to the 

data, ultimately shaped analyses. In this way, QCA as it is defined by Schreier (2012), 

borrows heavily from thematic analysis processes (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  
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Quality Research Criteria: Reflexivity. I have broad teaching qualifications that 

span primary to secondary school, as well as tertiary teaching. I have experience in academic 

development, delivering a professional training program to encourage quality education 

within all courses taught at the University of Adelaide. As a ‘teacher of teachers’, my role 

required me to assess the learning plans of other educators and offer feedback on their 

approach, including the design of their learning sequences. I am an advocate for education 

that is sensitive to the current and future needs of students. I am dedicated to conducting 

research that ensures the basis from which decisions in psychology education are made are 

evidence-based and meeting the needs of key stakeholders. As I also hold qualifications in 

psychological science (including as a PhD candidate), I believe that it is important to utilise 

the methods of our discipline to advance psychology education for future students. 

As I share a common interest with my interviewees, psychology teaching, it makes 

me an ‘insider’ within the interview context (Wigginton & Setchell, 2016). As an ‘insider’ 

and a ‘researcher’ it requires navigating and shifting between these social categories 

(Vahasanten & Saarinen, 2012; Wigginton & Setchell, 2016). This has implications for both 

how talk is co-constructed and how talk is interpreted. It is my belief, stemming from 

experience in the field, that individuals who are interested in psychology teaching research 

also tend to be more interested in improving practice. It is possible that the subset that I 

interviewed share an interest with me in innovating teaching practice. The shared features 

that make the interviewer and interviewee ‘teachers’ has a positive impact on the interview 

situation. It was noted that interviewees enjoyed talking about their teaching with a fellow 

colleague. The collegial relationship allowed for some honest discussions about the reality of 

teaching in higher education. There was also a shared understanding of the structures, 

constraints, processes, and realities of this context that enabled a frank discussion about the 

potential barriers of implementing change. Coupled with an understanding of specific 
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accreditation criteria in psychology education, these data allowed for a deep investigation 

into the mechanisms behind policy development and innovation in practice. A disadvantage 

of identifying as an insider (psychology educator) during Study 3 is the potential for bias, in 

terms of preconceived ideas and taken-for-granted assumptions. Processes such as keeping an 

audit trail, and seeking expert guidance through the supervisory panel, were enacted to 

identify and mitigate such preconceived ideas that could affect analyses. 

At the heart of this is reflexivity. As a researcher that also belongs in the population of 

interest in the third study, it was important to acknowledge that these data were co-produced. 

Keeping this front of mind during the data analysis process was achieved through private 

logging of thoughts during the analysis process. This process is known as an audit trail. The 

process of documenting the evolution of thinking during the research process can be thought 

of as “reflexive accounting” (Altheide & Johnson, 1998, p. 295) and involves reflecting on 

our own role as researcher. The outcome is a conscious selection of the most appropriate 

meaning, keeping front of mind that in any QCA interpretations are still required to be 

grounded in the data (Schreier, 2012). 

Quality Research Criteria: Credibility. Tracy (2010) considers the criterion of 

‘credibility’ met when qualitative research has been described in depth, based on multiple 

voices, and triangulated. Credibility is met, in quantitative terms through “reliability, 

replicability, consistency, and accuracy” (Tracy, 2010, p. 843). Each Study will be discussed 

below in how it aimed to achieve credible research outcomes.  

The use of multiple theoretical lenses (as applied in this mixed-method research 

program) adds to the credibility of the results by analysing the problem through different 

methods. Tracy (2010) advocates for such an approach, viewing such endeavours as 

addressing the criterion through ‘crystallisation’. Crystallisation of the psychological literacy 

definition aligns with the concept of triangulation and results from the comparison of existing 
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research in the field (as presented in Study 2) against psychology educators’ view of the 

concept. The practice of triangulation is a marker of credible research (Tracy, 2010; Braun & 

Clarke, 2013). It also offers evidence for replicability, where evidence is sought across 

different contexts (Bloor, 2001; Tracy, 2010). The disparities between psychological literacy 

definitions (i.e., areas without consensus in Study 2 and 3) reveal the contextual factors 

underpinning the populations researched. This was formally examined in Study 3, by 

considering the barriers to implementation (of psychological literacy in higher education) 

through Bronfenbrenner’s model (1979). Beyond the use of multiple perspectives, the 

adoption of multiple methods and ‘interpretive lenses’ (as employed in this thesis) is known 

as multi-genre crystallisation (Frost & Nolas, 2011). The commitment to analysing 

psychological literacy is a pluralistic way (Frost & Nolas, 2011), allows a more nuanced and 

deep understanding of psychological literacy (Tracy, 2010). In designing research that 

triangulates across stakeholder perspectives and methodologies, I also add to the argument 

for credibility and trustworthiness in the findings of this thesis, according to Tracy.  

It is worth considering that the concept of psychological literacy has naturally evolved 

with use. The first published utterance of psychological literacy was in 1990 (Boneau, 1990). 

Since that time the discipline has also evolved. Interest in psychological literacy has also 

been steadily increasing, becoming a major theme in recent psychology teaching conferences 

(for example, AusPLaT 2019 and ESPLAT, 2019). Focus on the concept likely impacted the 

way it is discussed, as well as the increasing of its use in educational settings, aiding its 

evolution. Here, I ultimately aim to represent this evolution, rather than a revolution, by 

attempting to analyse and bring as many of these views together in search for a core 

agreement on what we mean when we way ‘psychological literacy’—specifically, what it 

means now. It is inevitable that this should be revisited again in the future, like all work that 

aims to influence policy must.  
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Another avenue for seeking research credibility is by peer-review. Presenting 

manuscripts to peer-reviewed journals was a mechanism employed to encourage scrutiny, 

with Study 1 and 2 published in the Australian Journal of Psychology, and Study 3 published 

in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Psychology. The journal publication process 

requires that the work is justified and that results are credible. Seeking critique from peers 

was also enacted through presentations to psychology educators at conferences. The first two 

papers were presented in international psychology education conferences, which is conducted 

to seek feedback for continuous improvement. There is an additional benefit though, which 

aligns with achieving credibility for findings through a negotiated understanding of the 

concept. Seeking this is at the heart of the epistemological underpinning of the research 

program, borne of a belief in knowledge as both socially constructed, and agreed upon. I will 

seek feedback from educators on the findings of the third study in future conference 

presentations. 

Quality Research Criteria: Resonance and Significant Contribution. The criterion 

of resonance can be satisfied by the impact of the work in terms of its merit and 

transferability/naturalistic generalisation. Like the focus on impact in the consideration of 

‘resonance’ (as mentioned above), whether the work is likely to have a sustained, ongoing 

value is also a mark of quality research (Tracy, 2010). This ongoing value can be conceived 

of as making a significant contribution to the field of research. Questions such as “does this 

study extend knowledge”, “improve practice”, or “generate ongoing research” are the focus 

(Tracy, 2010, p. 845). A goal of this program of research was to develop a universal, revised 

definition of psychological literacy that could be used to improve and address methodological 

shortcomings noted in both Study 1 and 2. A secondary goal for the ongoing longevity of this 

field was providing what Tracy terms ‘methodological significance’. Tracy (2010) explains 

that “methodological significance would emerge from the qualitative study of a concept that 
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has previously been examined solely quantitatively or experimentally” (p. 846). This is 

demonstrated in Study 3. Achieving this goal contributes to a universal definition of 

psychological literacy. A revised definition guides future research in the development of 

student measures of psychological literacy. This is “practically significant”, according to 

Tracy (2010, p. 846), as it encourages educators to improve their teaching practice, 

assessment approaches, and act as a mechanism to train psychology educators in what ‘we’ 

are collectively trying to achieve through our education programs. 

Research is said to be significant in the context of Tracy’s (2010) criteria when it 

influences a broad audience. A main goal is to influence the practices of psychology 

educators and researchers. However, the intent is to provide illumination of what 

psychological literacy is, which can be used to both inform and influence a broader audience 

to the merits of a psychology education. This can be beneficially applied amongst a wide 

audience, including use by students with potential employers; for researchers seeking 

funding; with accreditation bodies, and with government education departments. This 

research, then, has the goal of raising the profile of psychology. It aims to dispel myths about 

what psychology can and cannot do. 

Quality Research Criteria: Ethical Research. A detailed description of the 

procedures and processes undertaken to ensure ethical research in Study 3 is outlined earlier 

in this Chapter. This demonstrates what Tracy (2010) refers to as procedural ethics. Ellis 

(2007) introduces the idea of relational ethics, which “recognises and values mutual respect, 

dignity, and connectedness between researcher and the researched, and the researcher and the 

community in which they live and work” (p. 4). An expected impact of this thesis is an 

improvement in psychology teaching practice. The author belongs to the studied community, 

psychology educators in higher education. This membership facilitated mutual respect and 

connectedness to the collegial teaching community being interviewed. The view was to 
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achieve a raising of the profile of psychology education. This would benefit the interviewer 

and the interviewees, demonstrating a fundamental respect and value placed on the role of the 

researched. 

A central tenet of this is the sharing of findings by following “exiting ethics [which 

requires researchers to] return to the scene” (Tracy, 2010, p. 847). The published works 

presented in this thesis results in a sharing to the psychology research community. As such, 

wanting to elevate psychology education through psychological literacy was demonstrated by 

engaging with the community after analyses had been completed. The author engaged in 

academic symposia, and psychology education-specific conferences. At these events, results 

were shared, discussion and critique were encouraged, and future directions and implications 

were presented. These discussions led to a deeper appreciation for the challenges of other 

psychology educators. An additional benefit is the increased cross-cultural exploration of 

psychological literacy. An example is provided in Appendix 9, aimed at furthering the 

research with new populations. This research came from the original sharing of Study 2 

(Chapter 3) and provided an additional benefit of offering data for triangulation by comparing 

views of educators and students in relation to psychological literacy.  

Quality Research Criteria: Meaningful Coherence. Another criterion of qualitative 

research quality is the need for the topic to be coherent in its’ relation to previous research. 

This can be seen as akin to the ‘standing on the shoulders of giants’ concept – that the 

research is related, and hopefully carrying on from, previous research in the area. This is 

important to advance knowledge in many areas, but in particular, to develop theory in areas 

like psychological literacy that has limited research. In this criterion, it is advised by Tracy 

(2010) that a study is situated within the broader landscape of existing literature. Study 

findings should also illuminate how they are purposely grounded in the aims, and in their 

relation to previous findings. This is usually achieved by considering the conclusions with 
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their implications for the field in which it derives. Therefore, meaningful coherence is best 

addressed and demonstrated in the concluding Chapter (Chapter 5).  

Aim of this Research 

This research evaluated and examined attributes that psychology graduates are 

purported to or ‘should’ possess on completion of a psychology degree. Study 1 was designed 

to evaluate methods of assessing attributes of ‘psychological literacy’ in terms of 

methodological quality. The aim was to identify how psychological literacy has been 

operationalised and measured in studies of psychology students; and determining the 

strengths and weaknesses of the methodological approaches employed in the literature. The 

systematic narrative review, published in the Australian Journal of Psychology, is presented 

in Chapter 2 (Study 1). 

Another aim was to establish evidence for, or barriers to, construct validity of 

psychological literacy conceptualisations in the literature. This research aimed to evaluate 

(psychological literacy) empirical studies against threats to construct validity, and evidence 

for construct validity in individual measures. Specifically, an evaluation of the psychological 

literacy literature in terms of ‘threats to construct validity’ (Cook & Campbell, 1979), and the 

evidence for construct validity in individual psychological literacy measures selected (using 

Messick’s ‘six aspects of construct validity’, 1995). The construct validity analysis, published 

in the Australian Journal of Psychology, is presented in Chapter 3 (Study 2). 

A further aim was to explore the concept with key stakeholders (psychology 

educators), to determine whether consensus for psychological literacy attributes could be 

established. Specifically, the research sought to identify what educators understood to be the 

definition of the concept and how they implement this concept in their teaching practice. The 

research aimed to achieve a consensus for which psychology graduate skills/attributes 

constitute the construct of psychological literacy. The research questions for the study were: 
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(1) in terms of skills/attributes, what do key stakeholders (psychology educators) agree 

constitutes psychological literacy?, and (2) can consensus (defined as agreement of >70% 

between participants) be achieved between psychology educators for the skills/attributes that 

they believe constitute the construct of psychological literacy? A revised definition of 

psychological literacy was achieved by identifying consensus for attributes of psychology 

graduates among key stakeholders. The revised definition has been published in the 

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Psychology and is presented in Chapter 4 (Study 3).  
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Abstract 

Objective: This study aimed to identify studies measuring psychological literacy and analyse 

the methodological quality of these studies. We also aimed to determine conceptual consistency 

of psychological literacy in the included studies. 

Method: PsycINFO, Web of Science, Scopus, ProQuest, and Google Scholar were searched 

for relevant literature. The Joanna Briggs Institute systematic review methodology was then 

followed to assess methodological quality of identified studies. We then analysed whether 

psychological literacy research used a consistent conceptualisation, as inconsistency is 

detrimental for result generalisation and validity. 

Results: Six relevant articles met inclusion criteria. Assessment of methodological quality 

revealed confounds and statistical concerns. Most studies used self‐reported skill development 

and used one psychological literacy definition to select measures. Measures were diverse, 

suggesting inconsistent operationalisation. 

Conclusion: Longitudinal studies are needed to avoid confounds of age and skill development 

prior to university. The definition used in most studies requires interpretation as it contains 

broad attribute descriptions. psychological literacy needs a more concise definition to 

standardise assessment. Varied conceptualisation and operationalisation suggest a construct 

validity assessment is needed. As psychological literacy is understood in diverse ways in the 

literature, there is a need to know what psychology educators understand about the term and 

how it is applied in curricula. 

 

Keywords: literacy measurement, psychological literacy, psychology graduate 

attributes, psychology graduate competencies, psychology skill development, systematic 

narrative review 

Key Points 

What is already known about this topic 

• Psychological literacy is a broad term for the acquisition of discipline-specific and 

generalisable skills, typically described as psychology graduate attributes. 

• This concept is influential in shaping psychology curriculum design and policy 

globally. 
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• Approaches to measuring psychological literacy and the research quality of these 

methods have not been systematically evaluated. 

 

 What this topic adds 

• This is the first systematic review of psychological literacy research. 

• This study demonstrates that psychological literacy attributes have been 

conceptualised and operationalised in various ways, highlighting the need for a 

consistent conceptualisation of psychological literacy. 

• This review also reveals a need to consider educator understandings and the 

implementation of psychological literacy in university curricula. 
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A Systematic Narrative Review of Psychological Literacy Measurement 

 

A psychologically literate graduate possesses the attributes (knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes) that are fundamental to the discipline of psychology (McGovern et al., 2010). For 

validity, psychological literacy must be defined in a consistent way, so it is important to 

identify the attributes that have been classed under this term. In addition, it is essential that 

the assessment of attributes draw upon an evidence‐based approach. This article reviews how 

psychological literacy has been conceptualised and measured in studies of psychological 

literacy which focus on graduates of undergraduate psychology curricula. 

The first use of the term “psychological literacy” was by Boneau (1990). Boneau sent 

questionnaires to authors of psychology textbooks to create a list of the “top 100” concepts in 

the field. In his view, the discipline could be distilled to essential learnings—that is, a person 

possessing this core knowledge could be considered “psychologically literate.” Expanding on 

Boneau's notion of core knowledge, McGovern et al. (2010) suggested nine attributes of a 

psychologically literate person, which have been used as a common definition of 

psychological literacy. The nine attributes are described as: (a) having a well‐defined 

vocabulary and basic knowledge of the critical subject matter of psychology; (b) valuing the 

intellectual challenges required to use scientific thinking and the disciplined analysis of 

information to evaluate alternative courses of action; (c) taking a creative and amiable sceptic 

approach to problem solving; (d) applying psychological principles to personal, social, and 

organizational issues in work, relationships, and the broader community; (e) acting ethically; 

(f) being competent in using and evaluating information and technology; (g) communicating 

effectively in different modes and with many different audiences; (h) recognizing, 

understanding, and fostering respect for diversity; and (i) being insightful and reflective about 

one's own and others' behaviour and mental processes. (McGovern et al., 2010, p. 11). These 
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attributes reflect wider expectations of higher education through the demand for transferable 

skills and cross‐cultural communication (World Economic Forum, 2016). 

The McGovern et al. (2010) conceptualisation of psychological literacy is commonly 

cited, but there is no unified definition (Newstead, 2015). Cranney, Botwood and Morris' 

(2012, p. iii) definition of PL, “the general capacity to adaptively and intentionally apply 

psychology to meet personal, professional and societal needs,” is also commonly cited. In 

addition to PL, is the term “psychologically literate citizen” (Cranney & Dunn, 2011a); an 

extension including citizenship qualities. Newstead (2015) argued that there would be a 

challenge in developing methods to assess “citizenship,” so “psychologically literate citizen” 

is currently considered aspirational. The extent to which these terms overlap and produce 

conceptual confusion is not yet understood. 

As the McGovern et al. (2010) attributes are descriptions, they require translation into 

measurable constructs. For empirical studies which assess whether graduates are 

“psychologically literate,” a consistent operationalisation of these descriptions is required. 

Inconsistent conceptualisations of psychological literacy are likely to result in diverse 

measurement approaches; a lack of consistency in definition and measurement means threats 

to reliability and validity. Roberts et al. (2015, p. 1) state that “for the measurement of 

psychological literacy to progress there is a need to identify/develop and evaluate objective 

measures of psychological literacy”, and more work is needed to demonstrate construct and 

discriminant validity (Heritage et al., 2016). 

The concept of psychological literacy has been influential to accreditation bodies in 

USA, Australia, and the UK. P provides a common language for discussing the required 

competencies for psychology programs and aims to “be a global, common denominator 

outcome among psychology faculty” McGovern et al. (2010, p. 10). Psychological literacy 

has influenced the content that university‐level psychology students should be taught by 
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incorporation into the American Psychological Association (APA) Quality Benchmarks 

(Halpern et al., 2010). Because of the potential impact psychological literacy has on the 

competencies that students develop by the end of their qualification, it is important that this 

construct is standardised, and that the measurement approaches to determine student 

development of psychological literacy are reliable, valid, and evidence‐based (Zinkiewicz et 

al., 2003). 

Two authors have discussed the research surrounding psychological literacy using a 

narrative (Murdoch, 2016) and opinion format (Newstead, 2015). Both state that there is no 

standardised method for assessment of PL, with research currently in an exploratory phase. 

Newstead (2015) also questioned whether there is agreement over the dimensions that 

constitute psychological literacy. The current review extends the work of both Newstead, and 

Murdoch (2016) through a systematic analysis of psychological literacy research. The 

following research questions are posed: 

1. What methods to measure psychological literacy have been employed in a 

university-level psychology  context? 

2. What are the methodological strengths and weaknesses of the measurement of PL? 

3. How has psychological literacy been interpreted and operationalised in studies that 

measure PL? 

Method 

Inclusion Criteria 

Research studies were eligible for inclusion if a measure of psychological literacy was 

a reported outcome, and where the research context was undergraduate psychology. Only 

studies written in English were included. While not focusing on students Boneau (1990) and, 

Tomcho and Foels (2017) were included for their relevance to the development of the 

construct and subsequent effect on university learning contexts. One study (Chester et al., 
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2013) was excluded as psychological literacy measurement results were published in a related 

article (Burton et al., 2013). 

Search Strategy 

We consulted an expert librarian to devise search terms and select appropriate 

databases to identify published studies and relevant grey literature (search strategy provided 

in Table 5). PsycINFO (Ovid), Web of Science, Scopus, ProQuest and Google Scholar were 

searched between September and November 2018, and again in April 2019. 

Table 5  

Search Strategy 

Database Search Scope 

Results 

(n=) 

PsycINFO(OVID) (“Psychological Literacy” or “Psychologically 

Literate”).ti,ab 

Titles and 

Abstracts 

67 

Web of Science TITLE:((“Psychological Literacy” or 

“Psychologically Literate”)) 

Titles 29 

Scopus (ABS (“Psychological Literacy” OR 

“Psychologically Literate”) OR TITLE 

(“Psychological Literacy” OR 

“Psychologically Literate”)) 

Titles and 

Abstracts 

48 

ProQuest Central ab(“Psychological Literacy” or 

“Psychologically Literate”) OR 

ti(“Psychological Literacy” or 

“Psychologically Literate”) 

Titles and 

Abstracts 

38 

  



PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 104 

Study Selection 

Duplicates from multiple database searches were removed (n = 182 total documents, 

see Figure 2). We located n = 3 additional resources using Google Scholar, including an 

unpublished compendium of case studies (Taylor & Hulme, 2018a). Screening of titles was 

conducted, and abstracts were reviewed against a priori inclusion criteria (see below). Studies 

were then checked for relevance in full-text format. 

Figure 2  

PRISMA process of study selection and inclusion (Moher et al., 2009) 

 

Records identified through 
database searching (n = 182) 

Additional records identified 
through other sources (n = 3) 

Records after duplicates removed 
(n = 95) 

Records screened (title 
and abstract) (n = 95) 

Records excluded 
(n = 47) 

Full-text articles 
assessed for eligibility 
(n = 48) 

Full-text articles 
excluded based on a 
priori criteria (n = 42) 

Studies included in 
systematic narrative 
review (n = 6) 

Id
e
n

ti
fi
c
a
ti
o

n
 

S
c
re

e
n

in
g
 

E
lig

ib
ili

ty
 

In
c
lu

d
e

d
 



PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 105 

Articles were included if they were primary research, had a measure of PL, were 

published in English and aimed at university‐level psychology education. Title and abstract 

screening excluded n = 47 studies as n = 13 were not primary research articles, n = 30 studies 

did not measure psychological literacy and n = 4 were not related to psychology teaching 

practice in a higher education. Full‐text article assessment excluded n = 42 studies for not 

including a measure of psychological literacy. 

Methods to Measure Psychological Literacy 

A modified Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) systematic review methodology was 

followed (Moola et al., 2017). The JBI method is a recognised approach to evaluating 

empirical research. Because of the paucity of eligible studies in the area, this review is 

narrative in scope rather than a systematic review; however, we adopted a systematic 

approach to searching, appraising, and synthesising the literature. 

Assessment of Methodological Quality 

An appraisal checklist of 12 questions was developed by the researchers, informed by 

JBI critical appraisal checklists used for quasi-experimental and cross-sectional studies 

(Moola et al., 2017; Tufanaru et al., 2017). Two authors (SN & ACH) then independently 

evaluated the methodological quality of studies that passed the full-text assessment, with 

consensus via discussion where there were differences in rating (Table 6). 
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Table 6  

Critical Appraisal Results for Included Studies 

Author Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 

Boneau (1990) Y Y Y N N

A 

N

A 

N

A 

N

A 

N

A 

Y N U 

Burton et al. 

(2013) 

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y U U 

Heritage et al. 

(2016) 

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y N N Y N Y 

Morris et al. 

(2013) 

Y Y Y Y N N N Y N Y Y Y 

Roberts et al. 

(2015) 

Y Y U Y Y Y Y N N Y Y Y 

Tomcho and 

Foels (2017) 

Y Y N N N N Y N N Y N Y 

Notes: Y= Yes; N = No; U = Unclear; NA = Not Applicable 

Q1. Were testable hypotheses or research question(s) clearly stated? 

Q2. Was a clear definition of psychological literacy stated? 

Q3. Were sample inclusion and/or exclusion criteria clearly defined? 

Q4. Were undergraduate psychology students the population of interest? 

Q5. Were psychological literacy measures assessed for validity? 

Q6. Was reliability assessment data provided for this study? 

Q7. Were multiple-item measures of psychological literacy utilised? 

Q8. Were single-item measures of psychological literacy used? 

Q9. Was a repeated measures or longitudinal research design employed? 

Q10. Did the study rely on predominately self-report data? 

Q11. Were there any substantial issues with statistical analyses applied to the data? 

Q12. Was ethics approval sought and granted? 

 

Approaches to Defining Psychological Literacy 

The McGovern et al. (2010) definition has been reported as “the most substantial, 

well-accepted and heavily referenced definition to date” (Roberts et al., 2015, p.2), so 
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psychological literacy researchers typically use these descriptions of attributes to develop 

measures of psychological literacy. Analysis was conducted to determine whether there was 

consistency in the conceptualisation and subsequent operationalisation of McGovern et al.’s 

(2010) attributes (Table 7). 
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Table 7 

McGovern et al. (2010) Descriptors Matched with Researcher Conceptualisation 
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Note. Attribute 1: Having a well-defined vocabulary and basic knowledge of the critical subject matter of 

psychology. Attribute 2: Valuing the intellectual challenges required to use scientific thinking and the 

disciplined analysis of information to evaluate alternative courses of action. 

Attribute 3: Taking a creative and amiable skeptic approach to problem solving. Attribute 4: Applying 

psychological principles to personal, social, and organizational issues in work, relationships, and the broader 

community. Attribute 5: Acting ethically. Attribute 6: Being competent in using and evaluating information and 

technology. Attribute 7: Communicating effectively in different modes and with many different audiences. 

Attribute 8: Recognizing, understanding, and fostering respect for diversity. Attribute 9: Being insightful and 

reflective about one’s own and others’ behaviour and mental processes 
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Results 

Psychological Literacy Definition and Conceptualisation of Attributes 

McGovern et al.'s (2010) nine attributes were referenced by four of the included 

studies (Burton et al., 2013; Heritage et al., 2016; Morris et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015) 

which supports assertions that this is the most commonly‐cited definition (Newstead, 2015; 

Roberts et al., 2015; Taylor & Hulme, 2015). Four studies used multiple definitions in the 

same article (Burton et al., 2013; Heritage et al., 2016; Morris et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 

2015), referring to both McGovern et al. (2010) and Cranney et al. (2012) definition. 

The four studies that referred to McGovern et al. (2010) attributes were compared to 

determine consistency between studies (Table 7). Three attributes have been conceptualised 

consistently among researchers: Attribute 1 is consistently conceptualised as “knowledge of 

core psychology concepts”; Attribute 4 relates to applying this knowledge to real‐world 

contexts; and Attribute 7 is uniformly conceptualised by researchers as “communication 

skills” (demonstrated across multiple contexts). Other attributes have varied 

conceptualisations. Attribute 5 has been understood as ethics, values or integrity, which 

suggests researchers are unsure whether to classify (and therefore measure) as a skill or 

disposition. Attribute 8 is also varied in conceptualisation as either as the valuing of diversity 

or a skill (such as “cultural competence”). Although, the original description (McGovern et 

al., 2010) of Attribute 8 aligns more with understanding and recognition, rather than an 

applied skill. Finally, Attribute 9 is operationalised as “insight,” “self‐awareness” or 

“reflective capability.” Further analysis of Table 7 highlights Attribute 6 as most varied in 

conceptualisation: understood in terms of “research methodology” or “information literacy.” 

Confusion is evident between McGovern et al.'s (2010) Attribute 2 (“valuing the intellectual 

challenges required to use scientific thinking and the disciplined analysis of information to 

evaluate alternative courses of action”) and Attribute 6 (“being competent in using and 
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evaluating information and technology”), which suggests difficulty in separating the two 

attribute descriptions. 

Critical Appraisal of Psychological Literacy Empirical Studies  

Six empirical studies met the inclusion criteria. In line with inclusion criteria, 

undergraduate psychology education was the research context for all studies. Undergraduate 

psychology students were the target population for four of the studies, and two studies 

focused on textbook authors and psychology educators. Supplementary Table 1 outlines the 

characteristics of the studies selected for appraisal. The selected studies were evaluated 

against methodological quality criteria as per the JBI approach (Table 6). 

Some statistical concerns were noted. For Morris et al. (2013), multiple comparisons 

were performed without correction for experiment‐wise error rate. While it is debated in the 

literature whether this is necessary, many authors argue for it (Holm, 1979; Perrett et al., 

2006). 

Repeated measures or longitudinal research designs provide important information 

about the development of psychological literacy across student cohorts and to control for 

prior skill development and experience. One article utilised a longitudinal or repeated 

measures research design; Burton et al. (2013) employed an intervention with first and third‐

year undergraduate psychology students, with pre‐post survey results measured from one 

semester length (four months). Skill improvement was not observed in the third‐year cohort; 

however, the intervention (rather than the measure) may explain results. Incongruity between 

the aims of the intervention module and the self‐report measures may explain the absence of 

self‐rated psychological literacy improvement in third‐year students, as the study aimed to 

develop leadership skills in third‐year students (not psychological literacy skills). 

Measurement Instruments 



PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 111 

Cross‐sectional questionnaires (using Likert scales) were the most common data 

collection method. As a consequence, outcome measures are based on self‐reported 

development of competencies. While questionnaires were the consistent data collection 

method, the measures were varied. One study used single‐item measures of psychological 

literacy exclusively as the method of measurement (Morris et al., 2013); four studies 

measured psychological literacy using multiple‐item measures; and Roberts et al. (2015) 

compared both single‐ and multiple‐item measures of psychological literacy. As Roberts et al. 

(2015) acknowledges, no validity or reliability data has been published for single‐item 

psychological literacy measures, and single‐item measures may increase measurement error 

in complex constructs such as psychological literacy. 

Validity 

Half of the studies (n = 3) provided validity data for their measures (Burton et al., 

2013; Heritage et al., 2016; Roberts et al., 2015). Roberts et al. (2015) and Heritage et al. 

(2016) employed one test (non‐self‐report measure) in their multi‐item measure of PL: the 

Psychology Misconceptions Test (Hughes et al., 2013). Although this measure appears to 

demonstrate face validity, critiques of this test indicate the inflation of misconception 

frequencies from vague phrasing (Bensley & Lilienfeld, 2017). Whether studies that used the 

McGovern et al. (2010) psychological literacy descriptors to select instruments (Burton et al., 

2013; Heritage et al., 2016; Morris et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015) provide face validity 

should be investigated further. 

Heritage et al. (2016) aimed to establish known‐groups validity but the measures 

weakly discriminated between psychology and non‐psychology students, so there is limited 

evidence for discriminant validity. Davidson (2014, p. 151) defines known‐groups validity as 

“demonstrated when a test or questionnaire can discriminate between two groups known to 

differ on the variable of interest”. A likely explanation is the issue of confounding variables. 
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Heritage et al. controlled for confound of “year of enrolment” by splitting data into cohorts 

(first‐ and second‐year students); however, this assumes students have had the same 

experience prior to entering university or are enrolled in their first degree. Similarly, age is a 

possible confound, as it relates to experience. In Burton et al. (2013), year‐level comparisons 

were insufficient as the average age of the first‐year cohort was higher than third‐year 

participants. This issue was also observed in Morris et al. (2013); although, psychology year 

levels were adjusted to control for number of psychology units completed. 

Reliability 

Three studies provided reliability information for their psychological literacy 

measures (Burton et al., 2013; Heritage et al., 2016; Roberts et al., 2015). Roberts et al. 

(2015) used two separate samples to investigate whether the factor structure would be 

constant across measures. However, results suggested that the factor of “critical thinking” 

loaded differentially across samples. Roberts et al. (2015) adapted an established scale, the 

“self‐reflection and insight scale” (Grant et al., 2002), to measure the ability to reflect and 

identify others' mental processes and behaviours. It is unclear how this affects the reliability 

of the measure, as the original values of good internal reliability do not apply to an adapted 

measure. 

Discussion 

This review examined how psychological literacy has been conceptualised and 

measured in empirical research. The results of this study highlight the problematic nature of 

multiple definitions and how a lack of standardisation in assessment prevents result 

generalisation. 

The McGovern et al. (2010) definition was most frequently cited in the selected 

articles, as such, it represents the most influential definition in the development of 

psychological literacy measures. Some researchers employed multiple definitions of 
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psychological literacy in the same article (Burton et al., 2013; Heritage et al., 2016; Morris et 

al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015) citing definitions by Cranney and Dunn (2011a) or Cranney et 

al. (2012) as well as McGovern et al. (2010). Researchers trying to achieve congruence 

between these definitions may explain the variations to psychological literacy 

conceptualisations as observed in Table 7. 

Inconsistencies in psychological literacy definitions may have also arisen due to 

confusion between the related terms “psychologically literate citizen” and “psychological 

literacy”. The published chapter containing the common psychological literacy definition in 

McGovern et al. (2010, p. 10) also refer to a “psychologically literate citizen” possessing an 

aptitude for “social and ethical responsibility” and participating in critical thought within 

their community. This aligns more with the broad conceptualisation provided by Cranney and 

Dunn (2011a). There also appears to be overlap in the way “psychological literacy” and 

“psychologically literate citizens” are conceptualised regarding ethics, critical thinking and 

the application of psychological knowledge. To this, McGovern et al. (2010) state that these 

are separate but related concepts, as have other authors (see Roberts et al., 2015; Taylor & 

Hulme, 2015, p. 2); but reference to both terms in the same publication may increase 

confusion. 

Varied conceptualisations of McGovern et al. (2010) have resulted in diverse 

measures of psychological literacy. Often, the original descriptions of attributes have been 

reduced to one or two words, for example, “critical thinking.” Conceptualisations that include 

both critical thinking and problem‐solving demonstrate the confusion (and possible 

interrelatedness) of two attributes: “valuing the intellectual challenges required to use 

scientific thinking and the disciplined analysis of information to evaluate alternative courses 

of action” and “taking a creative and amiable skeptic approach to problem solving.” 

Sternberg et al. (2007, p. 6) define “critical thinking” as a “kind of thinking involved in 
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solving problems… using skills that are thoughtful and effective for the particular context 

and type of thinking task.” Hence, psychological literacy should include the attribute of 

understanding the contexts of application; further, educators need to develop reliable 

assessment methods for this attribute. 

A relationship between “critical thinking” (interpretation of Attribute 2) and “self‐

awareness” (interpretation of Attribute 9) has been suggested by Burton et al. (2013), with 

both loading onto the same “general psychological literacy” subscale. This is also evident in 

the critical thinking disposition scale used in both Roberts et al. (2015) and Heritage et al. 

(2016), which includes a reflective scepticism subscale. Burton et al. (2013, p. 138) asserts 

that a hierarchical relationship exists between critical thinking, problem‐solving and self‐

awareness, where the former two are precursors for the latter, stating that “the skills of 

critical thinking and problem‐solving are important … for them to develop the self‐awareness 

and resilience needed to cope with the challenges of first year”. Indeed, self‐awareness could 

be interpreted as Attribute 9 in McGovern et al. (2010), but the extent to which this is a 

hierarchical relationship remains unclear. 

Attribute 7 (“communicating effectively in different modes and with many different 

audiences”) was interpreted in the same manner across multiple studies, although these 

studies acknowledged that communication skills were to be demonstrated across multiple 

contexts. The specific communication skills required should be defined. Other articles that 

inform psychological literacy research suggest that because communication is required to 

convey key concepts, understanding of research methods and when reflecting on individual 

learning, oral communication skills affect or precede the development of other skills (Turner 

& Davila‐Ross, 2015). On face value, these sound like individual psychological literacy 

attributes as described in McGovern et al. (2010). But, McGovern et al. (2010) psychological 

literacy describes siloed attributes. As a result, a hierarchical or interrelated structure of 
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psychological literacy does not fit in this conceptualisation. The current structure of attributes 

may require revision as the evidence above suggests that some descriptions may be 

interrelated. Attributes may depend on, or develop alongside others and increases the need to 

examine psychological literacy construct validity. 

The dominant approach to measure psychological literacy skill development is self‐

report, and reflects what Murdoch (2016) criticises is an of over‐reliance on “subjective 

measures” in psychological literacy. Measuring skill development using self‐report method 

relies on appropriate levels of understanding and insight, as both perception of ability and 

judgement calibration can threaten the validity of results. Problematically, some studies have 

also measured “insight” as an attribute (Burton et al., 2013). This view is acknowledged by 

psychological literacy researchers, that “additional research is needed that connects 

perceptions [of psychological literacy] to performance” (Morris et al., 2013, p. 60). Similarly, 

Roberts et al. (2015, p. 1) acknowledged that “for the measurement of psychological literacy 

to progress there is a need to … identify/develop and evaluate objective measures of 

psychological literacy”. As a result, validated measures should be developed. However, for 

measures to be validated, there needs to be validity for the construct of validity. Currently, an 

assessment of psychological literacy construct validity is absent in the literature. 

This review reveals a need for longitudinal studies, to avoid the effect of experience 

prior to university. Overlooking the extent to which students enter university with developed 

skills is common, as Landrum and McCarthy (2018, p.58) explain: 

psychology educators have a good idea about a student’s skill level within a particular 

course, but less is known about their overall skill levels at commencement…we currently 

lack the resources or desire (and in some cases, we may lack the measurement tools) for 

meaningful skills assessment on a national level over a longitudinal time frame. 
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The issue of unmeasured skill level at program commencement is also reflected in 

psychological literacy research. Only one repeated measures design tracked psychological 

literacy skill development (Burton et al., 2013), but this was only over the length of one 

course. As a result, longitudinal measures of psychological literacy are required that compare 

starting skill level with program completion.  

Limitations 

Studies were only incorporated for review if they specifically referred to 

psychological literacy. Additional studies that aimed to develop and measure skill 

development in areas that may align with psychological literacy definitions were not included 

(e.g., student development of reflection capabilities or communication skills). Psychological 

literacy could be informed by other disciplines or professions such as medicine that have a 

well‐established curriculum for developing and assessing communication skills, which may 

be included in an operationalised psychological literacy definition. 

Other limitations relate to a lack of clarity in the psychological literacy definition. 

Interpretations of psychological literacy attributes in McGovern et al. (2010) were matched to 

descriptions (see Table 7). A judgement was made where the match between interpretation 

and attribute description was not explicit. Although there appears to be task subjectivity as 

Valentine and Cooper (2005) state is an issue for assessing methodology, we employed inter‐

rater comparisons and consensus to reduce subjectivity. However, it is acknowledged that 

attribute interpretations are a limitation of the study as these judgements may not be 

congruent with the intentions of the author. Psychological literacy researchers could avoid 

interpretation across studies by applying consistent numbering of McGovern et al. attributes 

(as employed in Table 7). 

One further limitation is the small sample of articles that fit the predetermined criteria. 

Most literature identified for possible inclusion described psychological literacy 
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development, but presented no outcome measures, or outcome measures that were misaligned 

with the construct of psychological literacy. As such, the field requires additional research. 

Future Directions 

Psychological literacy is a concept grounded in the current sociopolitical climate. 

Since Boneau (1990) consulted textbook authors for core concepts of psychology, its 

constituents evolved as stakeholders acknowledged the roles that psychology graduates serve 

in society (McGovern et al., 2010). External stakeholders (such as the government) demand 

greater accountability of psychology education providers and expect that a range of skills are 

developed. The extent to which McGovern et al. (2010) have captured all discipline‐related 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes in their attributes may require modification as varied 

conceptualisations of attributes suggests there is little consensus in an operationalised 

definition of psychological literacy. For research in psychological literacy to proceed there is 

a need to examine whether the construct demonstrates enough evidence for construct validity. 

It is clear from the varied conceptualisations of the McGovern et al. (2010) attributes 

that conciseness is also required. Distilling attribute definitions into operationalisable 

constructs may improve measurement consistency. A consensus for the constructs 

underpinning psychological literacy will progress research in a comparable way by 

improving the consistency of operationalisation and measurement. Comparisons across 

studies can also be facilitated by assigning numbers to attributes (as practiced in this review). 

Consensus could be achieved through consultation with experts in a similar process to 

McGovern et al. (2010) or Boneau (1990), and may result in a revised psychological literacy 

definition. Any revised definition should also aim to resolve confusion over the related terms 

“psychological literacy” and “psychologically literate citizens”. 

As researchers use varied interpretations of the McGovern et al. (2010) descriptors, it 

is plausible that the consumers of the research (i.e., psychology educators and course 
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coordinators) may hold differing understandings of psychological literacy; including how this 

could be applied in the curriculum. To progress, there is a need to identify what educators 

currently understand about this construct. Therefore, interviewing active psychology 

educators about their understandings of psychological literacy could inform how the term is 

understood in practice.



Supplementary Table 1  

Overview of Study Objectives 

Author Objectives of Paper Participants Method Measure 

Boneau 

(1990) 

Identification of the top basic 

concepts of psychology 

Psychology textbook 

authors (n = 159) 

Questionnaire: Two rounds Likert (5-point): Ranking of 

basic concepts 
Burton et 

al. (2013) 
Intervention for increasing 

psychological literacy 
First/Third year 

Psychology 

Undergraduate Students 

(n = 265)  

Questionnaire: Pre-post (4-

month intervention) 
Likert (4-point): Self-rated 

competency of McGovern et 

al. (2010) attributes 

Heritage et 

al. (2016) 

Known-groups validity analysis Undergraduate students: 

psychology/speech 

pathology/Psychology/HR 

(n = 685) 

Questionnaire Likert (9-point): Need for 

cognition; Likert (5-

point):Critical Thinking 

Disposition; Likert (7-point): 

Psychology as a Helping 

Profession; Likert (5-point): 

Integrity; Likert   (7-point): 

Information Literacy Self-

Efficacy; Likert (100-point); 

Self-perceived communication 

competence; Likert (4 

point):interactional diversity; 

Likert   (6-point): Self-

Reflection and Insight; 

Psychology Misconceptions 

Test: ‘True’/’False’ response 

Morris et 

al. (2013) 

Examine student-reported 

recognition and perceptions of 

psychological literacy and graduate 

attributes, whether an increase in 

psychology units correlated with 

Psychology 

Undergraduate Students 

(n = 208) 

Questionnaire Likert (11-point): “How 

developed is your 

Psychological Literacy?”  
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Author Objectives of Paper Participants Method Measure 

increase self-reported psychological 

literacy 
Roberts et 

al. (2015) 

Examining latent factors of PL Two samples (n = 218, 

n = 381) of undergraduate 

psychology students 

Questionnaire Single-item self-report Likert 

(4-point) from Burton et al., 

2013; Psychology 

Misconceptions Test (Hughes 

et al., 2013); and self-report 

measures from Heritage et al. 

(2016) 

Tomcho 

and Foels 

(2017) 

Partial replication of Boneau (1990) 

but inclusion of applied psychology 

concepts and using a population of 

psychology educators 

Psychology educators 

(n = 168) 
Questionnaire from Boneau 

(1990) 
Likert (5-point): Ranking of 

basic and applied concepts 
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Abstract 

Objective: Psychological literacy has become influential as a concept to promote the value of 

a psychology degree to potential students and employers, particularly in the United States, the 

United Kingdom, and Australia. This influence is based upon an assumption that the concept 

of psychological literacy is valid. The objective of this paper is to examine relevant literature, 

identifying possible issues in providing evidence of validity for the construct.  

Method: Messick’s unified validity framework was utilised to evaluate threats to the overall 

construct validity of psychological literacy. Broad literature such as empirical and case studies, 

reports, and opinion papers were included as sources for analysis. A content analysis was 

conducted to determine the level of consensus for proposed psychological literacy attributes. 

Results: There was limited consensus for most attributes in the examined literature, which 

compromises construct validity according to Messick’s framework. However, five terms were 

cited in most papers. Consolidating these terms provides a conceptualisation of psychological 

literacy as the ability to apply scientific principles to psychology concepts in work and personal 

contexts.  

Conclusion: Possible solutions to resolve construct validity threats are offered. Refining the 

concept requires further exploration of perceptions among key stakeholders such as psychology 

teachers, students, and employers. 

Keywords: Construct validity, curriculum, graduate attributes, graduate skills, psychological 

literacy, undergraduate psychology 

Key Points 

What is already known about this topic? 

• A substantial body of literature has been published that discusses the construct of 

psychological literacy, but limited research (n=7) has measured the construct. 

• A systematic narrative review of psychological literacy detailed concerns over 

multiple conceptualisations in studies that measured the construct. 

• These prior findings revealed a need to evaluate the validity of the construct. 
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What this topic adds? 

• This paper addresses the need for a construct validity assessment as identified in a 

previous systematic review. 

• The validity assessment includes broader literature that was not included in the 

previous systematic review of measurement studies. 

• A roadmap for future research is provided, identifying areas that must be addressed 

for the construct of psychological literacy to have validity. 

  



PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 125 

A Construct Validity Analysis of the Concept of Psychological Literacy 

Psychology is a STEM+ discipline, purported to enable the development of a range of 

scientific, interpersonal, and communication skills (Trapp et al., 2011). As a result, 

psychology graduates should be well placed to effect change in a range of contexts including 

personal and professional levels (Hulme et al., 2015). However, proposed funding cuts to 

university programmes in Australia (including the behavioural sciences) has increased 

pressure to demonstrate the employability and “job-readiness” of psychology graduates 

(Department of Education, 2019; Department of Education, Skills and Employment [DESE], 

2020). Thus, clear evidence of the skills, knowledge, and abilities that psychology graduates 

bring to the workforce is essential (Goedeke & Gibson, 2011). 

Psychological literacy refers to the set of skills and attributes that students develop 

over the course of an undergraduate psychology degree (McGovern et al., 2010). This 

concept has been gaining traction over the last decade and is a potentially unifying concept to 

articulate what a psychology degree uniquely adds, beyond what is developed in other 

disciplines. It could provide a lens to consider the value that a programme has to the 

workforce, allowing the discipline to rationalise courses and resources. To substantiate the 

concept, and demonstrate construct validity, evidence is needed to show how a psychology 

degree is distinct from other degree programmes. There must be a clear agreement in the 

attributes that equate with literacy in psychology, so we can be sure that our claims about the 

uniqueness and values of our programmes are valid. 

Psychological literacy has been embraced as a useful concept by accreditation bodies 

such as the Australian Psychology Accreditation Council (APAC) and the British 

Psychological Society (BPS). These organisations have been influenced by the concept in the 

development of standards that must be met for a psychology degree to be accredited. These 

standards stipulate the “knowledge, skills and values that underpin students’ psychological 
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literacy and which enable them to apply psychology to real life contexts” (British 

Psychological Society [BPS]], 2019, p. 19). By influencing accreditation requirements, the 

concept of psychological literacy drives curricula. There may be profound and serious 

ramifications where concepts used to dictate how programmes and learning outcomes are 

designed are not valid.  

There is an assumption that a standardised understanding of psychological literacy 

exists. A broad set of psychological literacy attributes is provided by McGovern et al. (2010): 

(1) having a well-defined vocabulary and basic knowledge of the critical subject matter of 

psychology; (2) valuing the intellectual challenges required to use scientific thinking and the 

disciplined analysis of information to evaluate alternative courses of action; (3) taking a 

creative and amiable sceptic approach to problem-solving (4) applying psychological 

principles to personal, social and organisational issues in work, relationships and the broader 

community; (5) acting ethically; (6) being competent in using and evaluating information and 

technology; (7) communicating effectively in different modes and with many different 

audiences; (8) recognising, understanding and fostering respect for diversity; and (9) being 

insightful and reflective about one’s own and others’ behaviour and mental processes. 

Although the McGovern definition is influential, it is not the only conceptualisation of 

psychological literacy. Results from a recent systematic review (Newell et al., 2020) 

identified different conceptualisations in studies that aimed to measure psychological literacy. 

The extent to which different conceptualisations exist beyond measurement studies is 

unknown and is an important area for investigation, as attributes must be consistent in the 

literature for the concept of psychological literacy to be useful and valid.  

Construct validity must incorporate various areas of validity and “subsumes other 

forms of validity evidence (e.g., content, convergent, discriminant validities)” (Stephens et 

al., 1995, p. 1022). Messick (1989) developed an umbrella construct validity framework that 
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includes these types of validity as well as concerns for reliability. Messick explains the 

framework as “an integrated evaluative judgment of the degree to which empirical evidence 

and conceptual rationales support the adequacy and appropriateness of inferences” (p. 13). As 

Poldner et al. (2011) explain, “in the educational measurement literature, the conceptual 

framework of construct validity by Messick is universally used … especially in the case of 

complex cognitive constructs” (p. 23). The framework is well known and employed in 

education research studies (e.g., Baartman et al., 2007; Poldner et al., 2011). In the current 

study, Messick’s framework was used to assess issues for establishing validity of the 

construct within papers, and between conceptualisations. Identifying threats to construct 

validity has been applied in various disciplines (Crooks et al., 1996), particularly in education 

policy review (Neall & Tuckey, 2014; Stobart, 2001). 

Aim and Research Questions 

A recent systematic review paper (Newell et al., 2020) recommended an analysis of 

psychological literacy construct validity as a priority for future research. This paper directly 

addresses this research gap by identifying any threats to Messick’s (1995) six aspects of 

construct validity across a broad range of sources. We investigated the current state of 

construct validity in all sources, including an analysis of conceptualisations in measurement 

studies, reports, case studies, editorials, opinion pieces, and discussion papers. The aim was 

to understand what psychological literacy researchers agree are the unique attributes of 

psychology degrees, providing clarity over agreement between sources. This was to 

determine Messick’s “content” aspect. A consequence of this analysis is also the 

identification of what is not consistent between conceptualisations. If this is substantially 

different between authors, it is indicative of a threat to construct validity, and consequently, 

means that the concept cannot be used in a meaningful way. We also aimed to determine 

threats to gathering evidence about psychology’s point-of-difference against other disciplines.   
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Method 

Data Collection 

An expert librarian was consulted to construct a strategy of search terms and relevant 

databases. A titles and abstract search of the terms “psychological literacy” and 

“psychologically literate” was conducted in selected databases (Scopus, ProQuest, PsycINFO 

[Ovid], Web of Science and Google Scholar) in September and November 2018, September 

2019, and February 2020. Authors were also contacted in May 2020 to identify relevant 

papers and papers in press. In total, 35 papers were identified for analysis. 

Analysis Procedure 

Evidence of threats to the construct validity of psychological literacy was evaluated 

using Messick’s (1995) six validity aspects, which are outlined below. For the context aspect, 

a two-step process involved a manual scanning of documents for their conceptualisations of 

psychological literacy, as well as a text search for the terms “psychological literacy” and 

“psychologically literate” to ensure rigour in the document search (matching the database 

search strategy). For the remaining five aspects, a collection table for each aspect was created 

to store cases of threats. From these data tables, the most representative case(s) of threats to 

establishing validity in psychological literacy studies (i.e., what authors classed as important 

issues to address in future research), were outlined in results. 

Content Aspect 

This aspect requires specification of the knowledge, skills, or dispositions that lie 

within the boundaries of psychological literacy. To satisfy the content aspect, there must be 

clear specification of what is relevant and representative of psychological literacy (Messick, 

1995), with the exclusion of irrelevant content (Baartman et al., 2007).  

A content analysis of conceptualisations was conducted (Supplementary Table 2), 

using Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA; Schreier, 2012). QCA categories were selected 
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(see Table 8) by manually identifying relevant terms used across all 35 sources. The 

conceptualisations that were collated as Supplementary Table 2, were searched using the 

Table 8 search terms for each category. Sentences that included reference to these categories 

were collected (with author details) in separate data tables for each category. Where 

synonyms were needed to capture a category, for example, “knowledge”, “principle”, 

“underst”, “content”, “subject”, these results were collated into one table, with duplicates 

removed. A frequency of papers in each category was counted. The list of frequencies is 

presented in Table 8 with search terms for each category (i.e., “appl” retrieved applies, apply, 

application, applications). Second and third authors confirmed that the search terms were 

appropriate extractions from the conceptualisations in Supplementary Table 2. In the case 

where the first author determined that synonyms were required to capture the category of 

interest, the second and third authors confirmed that these terms were appropriate to combine 

into one category. Categories were also manually checked by the first author for relevance, 

with irrelevant entries removed. For example, the category of “mental” aimed to identify 

conceptualisations discussing mental health or mental processes, but “compartmentalised” 

was also returned during the search, which was deemed irrelevant and not coded to the 

category. Analyses also considered the different nature of categories, with conceptualisations 

from Supplementary Table 2 relating to both attributes and contexts listed as relevant to 

psychological literacy. 

Substantive Aspect 

 “Substantive” construct validity appraises whether measures authentically capture the 

construct of interest. For example, if psychological literacy is conceptualised as including 

“problem solving”, then the measure must objectively assess “problem solving” (e.g., ability 

to actually solve a problem), rather than a proxy (e.g., self-reported perception of the ability 

to problem-solve). Papers were examined for threats to this aspect and a data table was 
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developed to contain all cases and literature extracts. For the following four aspects data 

tables were similarly constructed. 

Structural Aspect 

The structural aspect evaluates whether the approach to measuring a construct 

matches an accepted conceptualisation of that construct. This approach should also include 

any proposed relationships between psychological literacy attributes in any conceptualisation.  

Generalisability Aspect 

 Generalisability is concerned with reproducibility of results in other conditions or 

with other participants (Poldner et al., 2011), or the ability to generalise performance 

assessment across measures of different aspects of the same attribute (Linn et al., 1991; 

Messick, 1994).  

External Aspect 

 “External” refers to evidence of convergent (correlation between the same 

psychological literacy attribute across related studies) and discriminant validity 

(distinguishing unrelated constructs from psychological literacy) (Campbell & Fiske, 1959).  

Consequential Aspect 

 This aspect relates to the consequences of assessing psychological literacy, such as 

improved student learning, and includes concerns for bias and social demands related to 

testing. To satisfy the consequential aspect, results cannot be attributed to biases due to 

method design or demands arising from testing conditions.  

Results 

Evidence of threats to construct validity were collated for each aspect. Where threats 

to Messick’s six aspects were identified, at least one case is presented in detail, with 

implications for establishing psychological literacy construct validity outlined. 
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Test of Threats to the Content Aspect 

An analysis of the various conceptualisations of psychological literacy (as presented 

in Supplementary Table 2) revealed inconsistency in how psychological literacy is 

conceptualised. Five attributes were common among 50% or more of papers (more than 17 

papers): knowledge, application, employ, science, self/person. What is gleaned from the 

qualitative content analysis is that the majority of authors agree on a version of the following 

as a conceptualisation of psychological literacy: apply scientific principles to psychology 

concepts in work and personal contexts. Table 8 presents the categories, search terms, 

frequency of authors and a list of authors for each category.



Table 8  

Qualitative Content Analysis frequencies 

Category Search Term(s) Papers (n) 

Knowledge knowledge/principle/underst/content/subject 26a,c,d,e,f,g,i,j,k,l,p,q,s,t,u,v,w,x,y,aa,ac,ad,ae,af,ag,ai 

Application appl 24a,d,e,g,i,j,k,m,o,p,q,s,t,u,v,w,x,y,ac,ad,ae,af,ag,ai 

Employability employ/organis/profession/work/career 22a,g,i,j,k,l,m,n,o,r,s,u,v,w,x,y,ab,ac,ad,ae,ah,ai 

Science scien/empiri 18b,e,f,g,j,m,n,o,p,t,u,w,x,z,ac,ad,ae,ah 

Individual person/self 18a,d,e,g,h,j,k,m,p,s,u,w,x,y,ac,ad,ae,ai 

Community soci/communit 17a,d,g,h,k,m,o,p,s,u,w,x,y,ac,ad,ae,ai 

Problem-solving issue/problem/solv/solution 16a,d,e,g,m,p,s,t,u,w,x,y,ac,ad,ae,ai 

Reflection reflect 13a,g,h,r,s,t,u,w,ab,ac,ad,ae,ai 

Critical critical 13b,f,h,j,k,l,p,q,t,w,x,ae,ai 

Communication communic 12g,j,k,l,q,u,w,x,ac,ad,ae,ah 

Behaviour behav 11e,g,l,s,u,w,x,ac,ad,ae,ai 

Ethics ethic 11g,k,l,q,t,u,w,x,ac,ad,ae 

Mental health mental 11d,e,g,s,u,v,w,ac,ad,ae,ai 

Insight insight 10a,g,q,s,u,w,ac,ad,ae,ai 

Interpersonal relationship/interpersonal 9a,g,s,u,w,x,ac,ad,ai 

Diverse divers 7g,q,u,w,ac,ad,ai 

Evaluation eval 7g,u,w,x,ac,ad,ae 

Generic Skills gener 7b,k,n,o,r,y,ab 

Global global 7j,n,o,u,ac,ad,af 

Respect respect 7g,q,u,w,ac,ad,ai 

Analytical analy 6g,p,u,w,ac,ad 

Citizenship citizen 6j,o,u,ac,ad,af 

Context context 6d,q,s,u,ae,af 

Creative creat 6g,u,w,x,ac,ad 

Research methods research 6j,k,l,x,ae,ah 

Supporting support/caring/helping 4d,ac,ad,af 
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Category Search Term(s) Papers (n) 

Values value 3j,v,x 

Cultural cultur 2h,aa 

Evidence-based evidenc 2x,ae 

Disposition disposition 2i,p 

Attitude attitude 1p 

Perspective perspective 1o 

Teamwork team 1ae 

Wellbeing wellbeing 1p 
aBanyard and Hulme (2015);bBeins et al. (2011);cBoneau (1990);dBrooker and Woodyatt (2019);eBurton et al. (2013);fButler and Halpern  

(2013);gChester et al. (2013);hCoulson and Homewood (2016);iCranney (2013);jCranney and Botwood (2012);kCranney, Botwood and Morris 

(2012);lCranney and Dunn (2011a);mCranney, Hulme et al. (2020);nCranney and Morris (2021);oCranney, Morris, Krochmalik, et al. 

(2012);pGeiss (2019);qHamilton et al. (2018);rHeritage et al. (2016);sHulme (2014);tHulme and Cranney (2021);uHulme et al. (2015);vKent and 

Skipper (2015);wMcGovern et al. (2010);xMorris et al. (2013);yMurdoch (2016);zMurdoch et al. (2015);aaNewstead (2015);abRoberts et al. 

(2015);acTaylor and Coady (2019);adTaylor and Hulme (2015);aeTaylor and Hulme (2018a);afTaylor and Hulme (2018b); agTomcho and Foels 

(2017);ahTurner and Davila-Ross (2015);aiWinstone and Kinchin (2017) 
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Knowledge (knowledge, principle, understanding, content, subject) was referenced in 26 

papers (see Table 8 for author list). Appl (application, apply, applied, applies) was referenced 

by 24 papers in their conceptualisation of psychological literacy. Employ (employed, 

employment, employable, employability, employer, employ), organis (organisation, 

organisational), profession (profession, professional, professions), work (working, work, 

worker) and career (career, careers) were terms used collectively by 22 papers to 

conceptualise psychological literacy. Within the 22 references (Table 8), n = 15 refer a 

context (i.e., work/professional setting), and n = 10 reference term as an attribute: 

employability (n = 2), psychology as a helping profession (n = 2), professional/career 

capabilities, recognise value to potential employers, professional values, communicate in a 

professional manner, pre-professional communication skills, knowledge of the profession, 

professional project work. Scien (scientific, science, scientist) and empiri (empirical, 

empiricist, empiricism) were referenced (collectively) by 18 authors (Table 8). Self (self) and 

person (personal, person, persons) were identified in 18 papers. n = 16 references refer to 

term as a context; n = 6 reference term as an attribute: self-awareness (n = 4), self-

management (n = 2).  

Various attributes or skills related to professional conduct were identified such as 

generic, generalisable, work-ready/integrated skills or employability. For example, Turner 

and Davila-Ross (2015) conceptualise psychological literacy as the “ability to communicate 

research findings and scientific opinions to others in an accurate and professional manner” (p. 

64). Some authors treat employability as a synonym for psychological literacy (Hill & 

Rennoldson in Taylor & Hulme, 2018a). Kent and Skipper (2015) recognise employability as 

an aspect of psychological literacy, by using psychological “knowledge to help themselves 

manage the recruitment and selection process” (p. 12). Taylor and Hulme (2018b) introduce 

case studies by both Cachia et al., and Reddy that view psychological literacy as “an 
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approach to employability” (p. 366). Also, Cranney et al. (2020) discuss professional 

knowledge, skills and abilities as reflective of psychological literacy, stating 

“professional/career KSAs are the evidence-based skills that are relevant to employability 

(e.g., interpersonal skills, teamwork, communication, critical thinking)” (p. 7). Two more 

categories were close to majority, with “problem-solving” (search terms consisting of: issue, 

problem, solv, solution) identified in 16 conceptualisations, and 17 papers including 

“community” (society, social, societal, community, communities) as a relevant context to 

demonstrate psychological literacy. 

Considering that a minority of attributes were common between 50% or more papers, 

it indicates that there is considerable variation in attributes. For example, perspective, team, 

and wellbeing were only mentioned by one paper, respectively; other attributes only 

mentioned marginally more often: cultur(e,al) (n = 2), divers(e,ity) (n = 7), respect(ful) 

(n = 7). Citizens/citizenship was mentioned in the conceptualisation of psychological literacy 

of six papers, and the role of psychology as a helping profession: (n = 4). Less consensus 

exists for “values” (n = 3), “attitudes” (n = 1), and “dispositions” (n = 2). The content aspect 

of construct validity requires that measures are both relevant and representative of 

psychological literacy. The results shown in Table 8 suggest that there is little agreement over 

which attributes are relevant and representative of psychological literacy, which is 

problematic for the construct validity of published research. 

Test of Threats to the Substantive Aspect 

A serious threat is the differing ways of defining psychological literacy (as presented 

in Supplementary Table 2). The limited consensus outlined in the content aspect (above) is 

problematic for the establishment of substantive construct validity, as this aspect requires that 

assessment methods align with what was intended to be measured. It is difficult to ensure that 

the methods selected to assess psychological literacy align, without a unified 
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conceptualisation of psychological literacy. However, other threats to the construct validity of 

papers will be presented to identify future research considerations. 

Psychological literacy skill development assessed by self-report represents a major 

threat to substantive construct validity. In Newell et al. (2020) the majority of studies utilised 

self-report measures of psychological literacy (Boneau, 1990; Burton et al., 2013; Heritage et 

al., 2016; Morris et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015; Taylor & Coady, 2019; Tomcho & 

Foels, 2017). Skill development measured by self-report does not provide evidence that 

students can demonstrate skills, as it is unclear whether student perception of self-

competency equates to competency without skill demonstration. 

Test of Threats to the Structural Aspect 

Two papers (Burton et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015) aimed to address the need for 

clarifying the structure of psychological literacy attributes through factor analyses, with a 

comparison of their results presented in Table 9. On inspection, Burton et al.’s “general 

psychological literacy” factor resembles Roberts et al.’s “generic graduate attributes”. There 

is agreement over “applying psychological principles to personal, social, and organisational 

issues in work, relationships, and the broader community” (attribute four; McGovern et 

al., 2010, p. 11) being unique to psychology; reported as both “domain specific” in Burton et 

al. and as a separate latent factor (“psychology as a helping profession”) in Roberts et al. 

However, discipline knowledge (attribute one) has been classified as general in Roberts et al., 

but domain specific in Burton et al. Two issues for construct validity are then evident: a lack 

of conceptual agreement (as presented in the content section above), and limited agreement 

for the structure of psychological literacy from empirical studies. There is agreement between 

conceptualisations from Supplementary Table 2 and factor analyses in Table 9. 
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Table 9  

Comparison of Factor Structures 

McGovern et al. (2010, p.11) 

Attribute 
Burton et al. (2013) Subscale Roberts et al. (2015) Subscale 

Attribute 1 Domain specific General Graduate Attribute 

Attribute 2 General psychological literacy 
† 

General Graduate Attribute † 

Attribute 3 General psychological literacy 
† 

General Graduate Attribute † 

Attribute 4 Domain specific ‡ Psychology as Helping 

Profession ‡ 

Attribute 5 Domain specific General Graduate Attribute 

Attribute 6 Domain specific General Graduate Attribute 

Attribute 7 General psychological literacy 
† 

General Graduate Attribute † 

Attribute 8 General psychological literacy Separate Construct, 

Interactional Diversity 

Attribute 9 General psychological literacy 
† 

Reflective Processes (2 

subscales);  

General Graduate Attribute (1 

subscale) † 

Note: † = ‘general’ in both studies; ‡ = unique to psychology. Attribute 1: Having a well-defined 

vocabulary and basic knowledge of the critical subject matter of psychology. Attribute 2: Valuing the 

intellectual challenges required to use scientific thinking and the disciplined analysis of information to evaluate 

alternative courses of action. Attribute 3: Taking a creative and amiable skeptic approach to problem solving. 

Attribute 4: Applying psychological principles to personal, social, and organizational issues in work, 

relationships, and the broader community. Attribute 5: Acting ethically. Attribute 6: Being competent in using 

and evaluating information and technology. Attribute 7: Communicating effectively in different modes and with 

many different audiences. Attribute 8: Recognizing, understanding, and fostering respect for diversity. Attribute 

9: Being insightful and reflective about one’s own and others’ behaviour and mental processes. 

 

A scientific approach and information literacy are classed as generic (Burton et al.; 

Murdoch, 2016; Roberts et al., 2015). An area of contradiction, however, is the classification 

of “application”. Application has been classified as psychology-specific in factor analyses, 

but a generic skill by Murdoch. This depends on the definition of “application”, as Murdoch 

views this skill as involving communication, group process skills and process thinking. 

However, there is consensus that communication skills are generic, as documented in Burton 

et al. (2013), Cranney, Morris et al. (2012), and Murdoch (2016). These results demonstrate 
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that more clarification is needed to identify what is unique to psychology, and what is a 

complimentary, generic attribute. 

Test of Threats to the Generalisability Aspect 

Generalisability is concerned with reproducibility. Replication is a problem in part 

because of the paucity of psychological literacy research. In the studies where replication has 

been attempted, there is insufficient evidence for replicability. There was only one attempt at 

replication reported in a review of measurement studies (Newell et al., 2020), where Roberts 

et al. (2015) attempted to replicate the factor structure from their first sample but were unable 

to replicate these results in their second sampling phase. 

Test of Threats to the External Aspect 

Convergent Validity 

This aspect relies on adequate conceptualisation of the concept. Specifically, a 

succinct delineation of the structural dimensions of the concept: a consistent understanding of 

relationships, and any hierarchy within the conceptualisation. A notable issue lies in the case 

study literature (Taylor & Hulme, 2018a, 2018b), which aimed at developing a myriad of 

skills (broadly defined under the banner of psychological literacy). The varied beliefs of what 

psychological literacy includes (as outlined in Supplementary Table 2) makes the exploration 

of relationships between attributes unachievable. Although some studies aimed to outline 

these relationships, factor analyses demonstrate limited convergence as observed in Table 9 

and represent a threat to convergent validity. Additionally, as reported previously (Newell et 

al., 2020), there is a lack of congruence between measurement approaches with Roberts et al. 

(2015) reporting a lack of convergent validity between single measures from Burton et al. 

(2013), and multiple measures matched to each of McGovern et al.’s (2010) attributes. This 

example is relevant to the assessment of construct validity as the lack of convergent validity 

is a notable threat. 
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Discriminant Validity 

In Newell et al. (2020), there was a reported lack of discriminant validity, which has 

implications for the establishment of psychological literacy construct validity. In summary, a 

threat to discriminant validity was observed in a study that aimed to use psychological 

literacy measures to discriminate between psychology students and speech pathology students 

(Heritage et al., 2016). The measures selected for this study only weakly differentiated 

between psychology and non-psychology cohorts, so the external aspect is limited by this 

threat. Recent research conducted by Taylor and Coady (2019) also aimed to demonstrate 

psychological literacy discriminant validity between students of five disciplines (business, 

health, IT, law, and psychology). The measures selected for the study were not able to 

significantly differentiate between disciplines, except for “knowledge of psychological 

concepts” where business students self-rated significantly higher than other disciplines 

(including psychology). Whether the self-report measure represented an appropriate proxy is 

discussed in the substantive aspect, but this study did not provide definitive evidence of 

discriminant validity for psychological literacy. Reports that suggest students should develop 

“x” attribute do not discuss how non-psychology students differ in the development of the 

attribute. Similarly, case studies also do not mention whether other cohorts or disciplines also 

are exposed to skill development of the desired attribute(s). 

Test of Threats to the Consequential Aspect 

When developing a measure of psychological literacy, the methodology used is 

important for the management of bias or social threats. Some studies have employed a rating 

of concepts that they deemed to be essential to psychology (Boneau, 1990; Tomcho & 

Foels, 2017). Boneau did permit the addition of concepts for rating, but Tomcho and Foels 

did not permit raters to add to their proscribed lists of concepts available for rating. This is 

important for validity as there may have been concepts more important to raters than those 
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presented. The approach taken by Tomcho and Foels represents a threat to the consequential 

aspect by not allowing educators to add to the list of concepts. If fewer concepts are provided, 

it increases the chance of inflated ratings for included concepts. 

A second case demonstrates a consequential aspect threat: Morris et al.’s (2013) 

participants included first- to third-year psychology students. First- and third-year psychology 

students completed cornerstone and capstone courses labelled as “specialist units”, where 

“the concept of PL [psychological literacy] is introduced. In the third-year capstone unit, 

students are asked to document in detail their development of each GA, and in their final 

journal task they are asked to explicitly reflect on PL, which has been discussed in the lecture 

and practical classes.” (p. 55). As the importance of psychological literacy and graduate 

attributes was emphasised in cornerstone and capstone courses, authors expected that results 

were “enhanced by completing specialist psychology units” (p. 55). The results refer to 

students’ self-report measures of awareness, development of, and importance of 

psychological literacy and graduate attributes. Morris et al. report that “a greater proportion 

of MajorSp [“major in psychology and had completed the specialist cornerstone unit, and in 

the case of Year 3 students, the capstone unit”, p.56] students were aware of the concept of 

psychological literacy than was the case in the other two groups [NoMajor (no psychology 

major); Major (major in psychology, but without the cornerstone unit completed)” (p. 56)]” 

(pp.57 - 59). Similar results were reported between students that had taken the capstone/ 

cornerstone units (labelled as “MajorSp”) compared to psychology majors that did not take 

these courses, “MajorSp students tended to rate development higher than did Major students” 

(p. 59). As those students that did not take the specialist courses (namely second-year 

students, for which a specialist unit was not developed) reported lower awareness and 

development of psychological literacy, it represents a circular finding: this group of students 

had less knowledge presumably because they had not been taught this material. There is also 
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a question of the dual role of teacher and researcher (Boileau et al., 2018; Ferguson et 

al., 2004; Thomas et al., 2019). It has been suggested that the power imbalance from an 

educator also acting as researcher could affect data quality (Thomas et al.), as it may have 

been difficult for students to not rate psychological literacy as important while active in a 

course that introduced the importance of psychological literacy. It is not completely clear 

whether this is an issue for Morris et al.’s study, but it is worth reporting as a consideration 

for studies that utilise student populations. 

Discussion and Recommendations 

To determine the validity of psychological literacy, studies were evaluated against 

Messick’s (1995) six aspects of construct validity. Analyses show heterogeneity in the skills 

and attributes attributed to psychological literacy, with more variability evident in additional 

reports and theoretical papers evaluated in this study. This variation in how psychological 

literacy is conceptualised prevents comparisons between studies and limits the establishment 

of an evidence-base for the validity of psychological literacy. Content validity was difficult to 

establish and had implications for subsequent aspects. However, identifying issues through 

the lens of other aspects allowed for a broader consideration of validity, and to progress 

research through recommendations to resolve these issues. Recommendations for resolving 

threats aligned with each aspect are presented below. 

Content 

Examining psychological literacy literature revealed broad views over what should 

constitute psychological literacy. However, there was a focus on application as central to 

psychological literacy, which reflects shifts in accreditation bodies towards competency-

based standards. This is a move towards identifying outputs (evidence of what students can 

do), rather than specifying curriculum inputs and hoping for outputs (Cranney, Morris, et 

al., 2012; Hulme et al., 2020). A focus on competency-based assessment is influenced by 
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funding models, such as Australian government funding of programs, requiring 

accountability in relation to value for work readiness, or a general need to evidence “fit-for-

purpose”. 

The diversity of psychological literacy conceptualisation makes it difficult for authors 

to claim that their conceptualisation is valid, with little agreement over included attributes. 

The boundaries between psychological literacy and related ideas such as “employability” are 

not defined, with the Australian Psychological Society outlining employability as a 

psychology attribute (Australian Psychological Society [APS], 2012). Several authors also 

included employability in their conceptualisations of psychological literacy (Cranney & 

Botwood, 2012; Cranney, Morris, et al., 2012; Hulme et al., 2015). Developing graduates 

who can participate in employment should be an aim for all disciplines, but the inclusion of 

“employability” in psychological literacy makes it more difficult to establish a standardised 

conceptualisation.  

Messick (1995) stresses that the relevance and representativeness of the attributes 

should be appraised by expert judgment. As psychological literacy is not defined in a 

standardised way, it is difficult to determine what attributes are relevant or irrelevant to the 

construct. Future research should aim to achieve agreement of desired psychological literacy 

attributes, so psychological literacy conceptual development constitutes the most pressing 

avenue for future research and curriculum development. 

Conceptualisations were taken from any point in the paper where they outlined their 

view of what psychological literacy is. These was usually located in the introduction, but for 

Roberts et al. (2015) their factor analyses represented a refinement of their conceptualisation 

and was used instead. Based on this procedure, there was room for some judgment involved 

in this process; it is possible that the original authors of the manuscripts may have held an 

alternate view. However, we aimed to address this by discussing the content of 
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Supplementary Table 2 among all authors of this paper, reviewing conceptualisations, and 

cross-checking original sources. 

Low consensus between conceptualisations for values, dispositions and attitudes 

suggests that these kinds of attributes are contentious in the literature. Geiss (2019) advocates 

that “we must nevertheless help our students to develop these critical psychological attitudes 

without indoctrinating them” (p. 50). McGovern et al.’s (2010) statement, “cognitive and 

affective insight must go hand-in-hand with behavioral changes” (p. 24), has been critiqued 

by Murdoch (2016) suggesting that “this moves dangerously close to indoctrination if our 

students have to use their psychological literacy in ways approved by ‘us’” (p. 195). There 

was also less observed preference to view psychology as involving ‘helping or “supporting”, 

highlighting the tension related to the purpose of a psychology degree. Roberts et al. (2015) 

present their conceptualisation of psychological literacy as involving a “supporting and 

caring dimension”, which they elaborate as “the helping aspects of psychology as a 

profession” (p. 7). Taylor and Hulme (2018b) suggest “this dimension is inherent in many 

learning and teaching activities in psychology and ultimately a motivator for many students 

to study psychology where psychology is viewed as a helping profession” (p. 362). Many 

more papers reference science (n = 18), including Beins et al. (2011), who propose “increases 

in beliefs that psychology is a science is analogous to improvements in psychological 

literacy” (p. 13). The inclusion of terms like “science” in many conceptualisations suggests a 

preference for how the included papers want psychology education to be focused or viewed. 

Cranney, Morris, et al. (2012) define this tension as a challenge for developing scientific 

literacy in students that do not possess a science background, as they are expecting to learn 

“how to help people” (p. 104). This is an area of future research. Examining a range of 

stakeholder opinions about the purpose and outcome(s) of a psychology degree, including 
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students, teachers, and employers, will allow the definition of psychological literacy to be 

explored further. 

Substantive 

Difficulties in establishing content validity have substantial implications for 

subsequent aspects. This is especially true when considering the broad range of literature 

consulted in this paper, as it reveals greater heterogeneity in how psychological literacy is 

understood. In Newell et al. (2020) the main concern with self-report was the ability for 

students to have a calibrated estimation of their own skill development. In Messick’s (1994) 

conceptualisation of construct validity, self-report measures present concerns for the 

substantive aspect: whether measures are an accurate representation of what we say we are 

measuring. Essentially, whether self-reported psychological literacy is an appropriate proxy 

for the assessment of psychological literacy. We argue that what is being measured is student 

belief of, and/or awareness of, psychological literacy, or student perception of skill 

development. Measures of psychological literacy that prioritise demonstration of skill 

development (matched to a standardised conceptualisation of psychological literacy) are 

required to satisfy this aspect (Messick, 1994). Taylor and Coady (2019) offer a method of 

comparing self-reported psychological literacy with measures matched to a conceptualisation 

of psychological literacy. Comparing proxies and self-report is useful to determine whether 

self-reported psychological literacy is a valid representation of the construct. The measures 

selected in Taylor and Coady make comparisons difficult, as the proxies were scales that 

required self-rating, for example, in one paper, the proxy for “confidence in evaluating 

information” was the “information literacy self-efficacy scale” (Kurbanoglu et al., 2006). 

This scale requires participants to self-rate their confidence in “synthesising newly gathered 

information with previous information” (Taylor & Coady, p. 3). However, this design should 
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be used with proxies that observe the application of a skill, such as an assessment of students’ 

ability to evaluate information, rather than the reporting of a skill.  

If there is no unified conceptualisation to draw from, then there is no clarity for what 

constitutes the construct and therefore, what to assess. Studies that have aimed to clarify this 

through factor analysis, have raised additional questions. Newstead (2015) suggests that 

results from psychological literacy factor analyses were an artefact of the selected measures. 

As the extracted factors change with different measures selected, these analyses demonstrate 

a threat for the construct validity of psychological literacy. There is a need to develop the 

conceptual basis of psychological literacy and then conduct testing of the concept. 

Structural 

The structure of psychological literacy was explored by factor analysis in two studies 

(Burton et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015), with inconsistencies between attributes classified 

as general and domain-specific psychological literacy attributes highlighted in Table 9. There 

are possible explanations for the different factor structures of psychological literacy. 

Newstead (2015) suggests that results were an artefact of the selected measures, as extracted 

factors change with different measures selected. So, even though both studies selected 

measures to align with the same definition (McGovern et al., 2010), there may have been 

differences in how the definition was interpreted. These results also highlight a current issue 

in psychological literacy research, that conceptual development is driven by theorists with 

limited testing of these ideas. The lack of consistency between factor analyses should be 

further examined through additional research, exploring how each attribute is defined. 

Specifically, the issue is whether attributes are classified as general or specific to psychology 

(see Table 9) and gaining a clearer picture of the attributes that differ across disciplines 

would provide some clarity to this. This is discussed further in the external aspect below. 
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Generalisability 

Problems with the reproducibility of psychological literacy factor analyses suggest 

there is not enough evidence for the generalisability aspect. This is problematic as it suggests 

that psychological literacy factor structures may differ in additional samples, so trust in the 

reliability of measures and generalisability of findings are reduced. Conceptual development 

may provide evidence for generalisability, depending on result consistency in future research. 

External 

The lack of discriminant and convergent validity remains a significant barrier to 

establishing construct validity of the included papers. A possible resolution to the lack of 

discriminant and convergent validity is Murdoch’s (2016) recommendation to identify what 

attributes or skills are unique to psychology. Unfortunately, this would likely preclude many 

useful skills that psychology students develop within their degree. Furthermore, it may 

become apparent that psychology can lay claim to very few specific skills/attributes, which 

would be a challenge to the identity of the discipline at the undergraduate level. Findings of 

this nature would mirror Cacioppo’s (2007) understanding of psychology as a hub science, 

who examined the mapping of a million journal citations by Boyack et al. (2005). Cacioppo’s 

conclusions revealed that “public health, neuroscience, neurology, radiology, cardiology, and 

genetics are among the sciences that fall between psychology and medicine, whereas 

education and gerontology fall between psychology and the social sciences” (p. 1).  

Rather than just being related to knowledge from other disciplines, Murdoch (2016) 

considers literacy in psychology as hierarchical: “a higher order literacy that requires and 

incorporates other essential literacies … reading, numeracy (statistics), scientific 

(methodology, physiology, biology, and neuroscience), information and data, computer, 

emotional intelligence, cultural, and multicultural literacies” (p. 191). An example is 

provided in Murdoch’s paper, that information literacy (as psychology-specific) includes the 
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knowledge of “appropriate search terms”, and for scientific literacy this would entail 

knowledge of double-blind methodologies as relevant to psychology. Coulson and 

Homewood (2016) also considered psychological literacy to include different hierarchical 

capabilities, namely “the capacity for meta-metacognition, for adaptive application of 

psychological knowledge and for self-awareness” (p. 2). Other authors also suggest a form of 

sequential attribute development, concerning the category of “citizenship” (from Table 8), 

stating that “high end” psychological literacy constitutes psychologically literate citizenship 

(Cranney & Botwood, 2012, p. 9) The issue of unspecified boundaries and relationships 

within the concept results in difficulty in determining how psychology students differ to 

others. Reports that suggest students should develop “x” attribute do not discuss how non-

psychology students differ in the development of the attribute. Similarly, case studies also do 

not mention whether other cohorts or disciplines also are exposed to skill development of the 

desired attribute(s). The extent to which psychological literacy can be separated out from 

higher-order capabilities that are developed, as well as knowledge from other disciplines that 

are aligned through the view of psychology as a hub science is not yet understood. This is an 

area for future research. Determining what is unique to psychology education, according to a 

range of stakeholders, will provide a means to explore convergent and discriminant validity.  

Consequential 

Threats to the consequential aspect included concerns for the methods applied to 

gather data about psychological literacy. In the presented cases, it was suggested that both 

studies could have employed additional safeguards to ensure that data were a true reflection 

of participants’ beliefs. Regarding the case of Tomcho and Foels (2017), participants should 

have been offered the opportunity to suggest concepts they believed were relevant to 

psychology. Future research should include methods for canvassing a more in-depth approach 
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to extract potential concepts and attributes that could be added, giving more rigour to a 

conceptualisation of psychological literacy. 

Morris et al.’s (2013) study concluded that students who enrolled in specialist 

cornerstone (first-year) and capstone (third-year) courses that introduced psychological 

literacy had greater awareness and appreciation of this concept, compared to a content-naive 

cohort (students that have not taken these specialist units). This seems to be a 

methodologically flawed approach, given that the findings seem self-evident. Future studies 

that involve teacher-student assessments of psychological literacy should ensure that 

independent evaluators are employed to ensure distance between educator and researcher. 

Concerning the potential for bias, which is the focus of the consequential aspect, following 

this process may reduce the likelihood for socially desirable responses. Alternatively, 

Bartholomay and Sifers (2016) recommend that independent researchers could be responsible 

for participant recruitment. 

Conclusions 

Researchers and scholars have not been able to show consensus in the majority of 

proposed psychological literacy attributes. Consequently, the sources have not demonstrated 

construct validity. Due to variations in the attributes purported to represent the construct, it is 

difficult to provide evidence for content validity. As a result, threats to determining the 

substantive, structural, and external aspects were observed. These issues can be overcome 

with future research, such as defining the skills to be assessed (to satisfy substantive construct 

validity). Also, obtaining a clear definition of the structure of attributes and their 

classification as generic or discipline-specific (as evidence of the structural aspect). The 

external aspect could be satisfied with a clarification of the correlations present between 

proposed attributes, which would highlight the attributes that are synonyms, developed in 

tandem, or sequentially. 
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As demonstrated in our content analysis, literature is one source of information that 

can be examined to determine consensus. It does appear that a small pool of researchers 

produces most of the work in this area, so it is important to consider additional perspectives 

of what the concept is. Understanding the views of a more diverse group is critical, which 

could involve consulting teachers and students, as well as other stakeholders such as 

employers, being mindful to mitigate socially desirable responses to satisfy the consequential 

aspect. Then, investigations into the extent to which other disciplines are exposed to the same 

skills, will allow us to refine what is uniquely developed in a psychology degree. This is key 

to psychological literacy’s usefulness as a concept. 

Australian government grants from the former Office of Learning and Teaching 

(Cranney, Botwood et al., 2012) culminated in a set of recommendations to APAC to inform 

the development of future accreditation standards. A revision of graduate attributes was 

proposed, to “emphasise psychological literacy as the primary outcome of UG 

[undergraduate] psychology education” (Cranney, Botwood et al., 2012, p. 27). Psychological 

literacy is said to capture graduate attribute lists in Australia (Cranney et al., 2020), and 

recent recommendations propose viewing psychological literacy as an “umbrella” outcome 

for programs (Cranney et al., 2020). Internationally, “the momentum to develop 

psychological literacy provision has been growing” (Cranney et al., 2020, p. 19). With 

psychological literacy’s increasing influence, it has been claimed that the concept has the 

potential to determine the distinctiveness of the psychology undergraduate degree (Hulme & 

Cranney, 2020). It provides a tool for universities to justify the value of a psychology degree 

to future employers, in an era of declining government funding. As such, it is imperative to 

ensure that the concept is valid. The threats identified in his paper and suggestions to remedy 

them represent tangible steps to the development of a valid psychological literacy definition.
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Supplementary Table 2  

Conceptualisations of Psychological Literacy 

Author(s) Conceptualisation of psychological literacy 

Banyard & Hulme (2015) Conceptualises psychological literacy as attribute four of McGovern et al. (2010, p.11): “Applying psychological principles to personal, social, and 

organisational issues in work, relationships, and the broader community”. Psychological literacy is also said to incorporate “a reflective approach, involving 

personal insight, self-awareness and understanding of others, based on psychological knowledge.” (p.94).  

Beins et al. (2011) 

“It is our contention that psychological literacy is a specialized case of scientific literacy, which is also subsumed by the general notion of critical thinking” (p.2) 

Boneau (1990) Knowledge of basic psychological concepts. 

Brooker & Woodyatt (2019) A psychologically literate community is “aware of the impact of mental health problems can have on a person’s life, and (ii) be aware of available supports and 

pathways of recovery; and (iii) feel supported and comfortable asking for, or offering, help toward those pathways” (p. iii.). This conceptualisation of a 

psychologically literate community infers that psychological literacy includes content knowledge of mental health and an application in social contexts.  

Burton et al. (2013) Based on McGovern et al. (2010) attributes, “Psychological literacy means an ability to combine self-awareness, fundamental scientific principles about human 

behaviour, and practical application of that knowledge to address key human issues” (p.138). 

Butler & Halpern (2013) “Psychological literacy as consisting of two facets, content knowledge of psychology and critical thinking ability. Both facets are overlapped by scientific 

reasoning” (p.86).  

Chester, Burton, Xenos & Elgar 

(2013) 

McGovern et al., 2010 nine attributes. 

Coulson & Homewood (2016) “Psychological literacy, with its goals for personal, social and cultural awareness, implies the capacity for critical reflection that extends beyond the purely 

cognitive” (p.3).  

Cranney (2013) A “psychology literate professional…applies psychology knowledge, skills and dispositions in everyday lives” (p.1). 

Cranney & Botwood (2012)  “Within the domain of UG psychology education, psychological literacy has been operationalised as the GAs of the degree program, which in Australia 

includes;  discipline knowledge (GA1), research skills (GA2),critical thinking skills (GA3), values (GA4), communication (GA5), and application (self-

management, life-long learning; GA6). …conceptualised as scientific literacy, employability and global citizenship” (p.3). 

Cranney, Botwood & Morris (2012) “General capacity to adaptively and intentionally apply psychology to meet personal, professional and societal needs” (p.iv).“APAC GA’s constitute 

psychological literacy: discipline knowledge, research skills, critical thinking, ethics, communication and application of psychology” (p.12). 

Cranney & Dunn (2011) 

Psychological knowledge that is used adaptively [and includes] core content, critical thinking, research skills, communication and ethics...adaptive use translates 

to ethical behavior in all domains of life, not just in the workplace” (p.9). 

Cranney, Hulme et al. (2021) “The capacity to intentionally utilize psychological science to successfully pursue personal, professional and societal goals (Cranney & Dunn, 2011)” (p.4). 

There is a specific focus on “application to personal, professional and societal issues” (p.8). 

Cranney & Morris (in press) “It may be useful to think of psychological literacy as a general competency…whereby there are different levels of KSA development”…(p.8); this could be 

understood “in terms of three primary outcomes of undergraduate psychology education: scientific literacy, professional/career capabilities and global literacy” 

(p.7).  
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Author(s) Conceptualisation of psychological literacy 

Cranney, Morris, Krochmalik, et al. 

(2012) 

“Overlapping conceptualisations of psychological literacy in terms of GAs [based on national GA lists], domains of application [self and close others, local 

communities, global perspectives] and the pragmatics of learning outcomes of undergraduate major [Scientific literacy, employability (generic skills), global 

citizenship]”. (p.106) 

Geiss (2019) “Revised notion of psychological literacy…a set of dispositions for: i. acquiring psychological knowledge; ii. implementing analytic and synthetic psychological 

thinking skills which are iii. applied to current and future real-world problems of students; iv. and to the corresponding motivational, volitional, and social 

attitudes (p.50). These attitudes include the marvelling about psychological problems, the search for truth, the sceptical (critical) approach to scientific and 

common-sense psychology and the use of knowledge for the wellbeing of one’s own self and others” (p.50). 

Hamilton et al. (2018) “Psychological literacy is the ability to apply psychological skills and knowledge to real life contexts, and includes concepts such as critical thinking, effective 

communication, acting ethically, being insightful and reflective and respective diversity” (p. 153). 

Heritage et al. (2016) Reflective processes, generic graduate attributes and psychology as a helping profession. 

Hulme (2014) 

Defined as McGovern (2010, p.11) attributes four (“Applying psychological principles to personal, social, and organisational issues in work, relationships, and 

the broader community”), and nine “being insightful and reflective about one’s own and others’ behaviour and mental processes” (p. 2). 

“The concept of psychological literacy thus captures the ability of a psychology student to apply the knowledge and skills that they acquire during their education 

to all aspects of life: the workplace, their personal lives, and the wider social context” (p. 2). 

Hulme & Cranney (2020) States that psychological literacy is understood via consensus to include psychology subject knowledge, scientific literacy, information literacy, critical thinking, 

ethics, reflective skills, and an ability to apply psychology to issues in everyday life. 

Hulme et al. (2015) McGovern et al. (2010) attributes, understood as also “facilitating self-awareness and understanding in a social context” (p.14). Expands McGovern et al.’s 

(2010) attribute four to include 5 contexts where psychological literacy is applied: “self, family, employability, community and global citizenship” (p.14-15, 

figure 1). 

Kent & Skipper (2015) “The key unrecognised and underutilised psychological literacy skills (compartmentalisation of knowledge, application of knowledge and skills, and helping 

students to recognise their value to potential employers)” (pp.3-4). 

McGovern et al. (2010) “Having a well-defined vocabulary and basic knowledge of the critical subject matter of psychology” (attribute one); “valuing the intellectual challenges 

required to use scientific thinking and the disciplined analysis of information to evaluate alternative courses of action” (attribute two); “taking a creative and 

amiable sceptic approach to problem solving” (attribute three); “applying psychological principles to personal, social, and organisational issues in work, 

relationships, and the broader community” (attribute four); “acting ethically” (attribute five); “being competent in using and evaluating information and 

technology” (attribute six); “communicating effectively in different modes and with many different audiences” (attribute seven); “recognising, understanding, 

and fostering respect for diversity” (attribute eight); and “being insightful and reflective about one’s own and others’ behaviour and mental processes.” (attribute 

nine) (p.11). 

Morris et al. (2013) Psychological literacy is conceptualised as graduate attributes: “GA1: discipline knowledge and its application (demonstrates a broad and coherent body of 

knowledge of psychology, with depth in the underlying principles and concepts, and an appreciation of the value of applying this knowledge as the basis for 

lifelong learning); GA2: research methods in psychology (understands the principles of scientific method, and is able to apply and evaluate basic research 

methods in psychology); GA3: critical and creative thinking skills in psychology (demonstrates the capacity to utilise logic, evidence, and psychological science 

to evaluate claims about, and solve problems regarding, human behaviour); GA4: values and ethics in psychology (demonstrates appropriate professional 

values); GA5: communication and interpersonal skills in psychology (demonstrates pre-professional level communication skills); and GA6: learning and 

application in psychology (demonstrates the capacity to apply psychological principles to meet personal, professional, and societal needs)” (p. 54). 



PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 152 

 

Author(s) Conceptualisation of psychological literacy 

Murdoch (2016) “Psychological literacy is the core knowledge of the profession and the psychology-specific aspects of the generic literacies with the added element of an 

emphasis on its applicability in everyday life” (p.191). Murdoch explains that this entails “the ability to apply this knowledge and skill to personal, occupational 

and societal issues using the connected literacies and skills. (figure 1, p.191).  

Murdoch, Gregory & Eggleton 

(2015)  

“Psychological literacy, a specific form of scientific literacy, is an emerging concept” (p. 137). 

Newstead (2015) Psychological literacy could be thought of in terms of existing concepts, knowledge literacy, skills literacy, and cultural literacy.  

Roberts et al. (2015) “A higher order three factor solution best represented the construct of psychological literacy. The three factors were reflective processes, generic graduate 

attributes, and psychology as a helping profession” (p.1). 

Taylor & Coady (2019) Taylor & Hulme’s (2015) conceptualisation as McGovern et al. (2010) and “two further attributes: global citizenship and a ‘supporting and caring’ attribute” 

(p.3). 

Taylor & Hulme (2015) Global citizenship and supporting and caring dimension should be additional to psychological literacy attributes developed by McGovern et al. (2010). 

Taylor & Hulme (2018a) Reflective thinking is an aspect of psychological literacy. Specifically, critical reflection and cites McGovern et al.’s (2010) attribute nine “being insightful and 

reflective about one’s own and others’ behaviour and mental processes” (Birkett, p.11). “Psychological literacy is the capacity to adaptively and intentionally 

apply psychology to wider society (Cranney & Dunn, 2011)” (Dommett, p. 7). “The module achieves a number of objectives related to psychological literacy. 

The students develop an understanding of how to apply their knowledge and skills to situations, events, and contexts outside of the university. Students 

synthesize learning from across sub-disciplines and years of study. The module ensures students graduate with an experience of professional project work as 

part of a team” (Hill & Rennoldson, p.14). “Self-management is the capacity to work effectively toward achieving meaningful goals, and to be flexible in the 

face of setbacks (Cranney et al., 2016). Evidence-based self-management is one aspect of psychological literacy, the capacity to intentionally use psychology to 

achieve personal, professional, and societal goals (Cranney & Dunn, 2011)” (Morris, Cranney & Olschewski, p.16). “Ability to draw upon resources such as 

psychological knowledge and skills, and then use these to realize psychological ideas in the real world, i.e. benefiting themselves, their community or society as 

a whole” (Rosenkranz, Dunn, Fielden, James, Warin, p. 21). “Psychological literacy including critical thinking, problem-solving skills, evaluating published 

scientific research, communicating research findings in a clear and comprehensible manner and appropriately applying psychological principles and empirical 

evidence to multiple social systems (McGovern., et al. 2010) including individuals, families, communities, as well as to regional and national governmental 

policies…. In addition to requiring students to critically evaluate the quality and political use and misuse of psychological research, this case also includes an 

often overlooked component of psychological literacy – namely, the ethical implications of applying psychological knowledge (Murdoch, 2016)” (Searight, 

p.25). 

Taylor & Hulme (2018b) “Conceptualised as an ability to apply the knowledge, skills and attributes acquired through the study of psychology in a real-world context” (p.363). “We 

realised that there were two attributes not included in McGovern's attributes which could be added. The first is global citizenship…The other attribute, 

highlighted in a study by Roberts, Heritage and Gasson (2015) is a 'supporting and caring' dimension.” (p.374). 

Tomcho & Foels (2017) Knowledge of basic and applied psychological concepts. 

Turner & Davila-Ross (2015) “Ability to communicate research findings and scientific opinions to others in an accurate and professional manner is central to developing psychological 

literacy and an important employability skill for psychology graduates.” (p.64) 

Winstone & Kinchin (2017) Conceptualise psychological literacy as McGovern et al. (2010, p.11) attributes one, four, eight and nine: “having a well-defined vocabulary and basic 

knowledge of the critical subject matter of psychology” (attribute one); “applying psychological principles to personal, social, and organisational issues in work, 

relationships, and the broader community” (attribute four); “recognising, understanding, and fostering respect for diversity” (attribute eight); and “being 

insightful and reflective about one’s own and others’ behaviour and mental processes” (attribute nine). 
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Abstract 

Psychological literacy is a term to describe the core attributes that psychology graduates 

should possess upon completion of an undergraduate degree. This article explores the 

perceptions and practices of 18 higher education psychology educators (Australia, U.S., 

and U.K.), in relation to the concept of psychological literacy. Participants perceived that 

psychologically literate graduates should be proficient in scientific research methods 

(n = 17), critical and evaluative thinking (n = 16), applying psychological knowledge 

(n = 15), written communication skills (n = 15), and data/statistical analysis (n = 13). 

Participants also outlined barriers to student skill development and scalability concerns. 

Findings from this study were compared to existing work with other stakeholder groups 

(psychological literacy researchers and students). Previous research in this area indicated 

that the concept required redefining. As such, this article provides a revised definition of 

psychological literacy, based on multiple stakeholder perspectives. Future recommendations 

include more programmatic planning to increase skill development opportunities, 

delineation of skills that are psychological rather than generic attributes, and increasing 

awareness of psychological literacy among educators. 

Keywords: higher education skills, psychology education, psychological literacy, 

graduate attributes, qualitative content analysis 
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A Revised Definition of Psychological Literacy: Multiple Stakeholder Perspectives 

There is increasing pressure on higher education institutions to demonstrate how 

graduate learning outcomes benefit students, the workforce, and government (Cranney & 

Botwood, 2012). As such, psychology educators must have a clear understanding of what 

their programs offer graduates and the broader community. Halpern (2010) states that there is 

a need to define the “core” skills and knowledge for undergraduate psychology, a process 

which has been undertaken across various countries. National guidelines include the 

American Psychological Association’s (APA) Guidelines 2.0 (2013); the British 

Psychological Society’s (BPS) Standards (2019); Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) for U.K. 

Higher Education’s ‘Psychology Benchmark Statement’ (2019); and the Australian 

Psychology Accreditation Council (APAC) Standards (2019). Outcomes for the psychology 

degree differ by country, so there is a need for an internationally consistent approach to 

defining the benefits of an education in psychology (Newell et al., 2020). However, an 

international approach to graduate attributes will only be successful if consensus can be 

demonstrated (Newell et al. 2020; Newstead, 2015). 

A beneficial outcome of completing an undergraduate education in psychology is the 

applicability of the discipline to a range of employment settings. The APA (2021) reports that 

43% of US students that graduate from a degree in psychology continue into further 

postgraduate study, including nonpsychology higher degrees. Similarly, around 66% of 

undergraduates from the U.K. and Australia continue into postgraduate study (Takooshian & 

Landi, 2011; Upton & Trapp, 2010). These statistics have implications for students’ 

educational expectations. For students that leave after the undergraduate program, this “exit 

point does not lead to a professional identity” (Hamilton et al., 2018, p. 152). Preparation for 

employment is a concern for all psychology students, so a range of career outcomes should be 

viewed as valid and valued. Halonen and Dunn (2017) advance that “all careers are related to 
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psychology” (p.42). Thus, there is a need to clearly define the capabilities of the psychology 

graduate (Hamilton et al., 2018). Mair et al. (2013) advocate that psychology students are 

made “aware that what they are studying in psychology has unquestionable relevance across 

a range of contexts” (p.8), including the workplace and community (Goedeke & Gibson, 

2011). 

Psychological literacy is a term that encompasses the skills and knowledge that form 

the basis of psychology graduate outcomes and “enable [students] to apply psychology to real 

life contexts” (BPS, 2019, p.19). An oft-cited, macro definition of psychological literacy is 

the “general capacity to adaptively and intentionally apply psychology to interpersonal, 

professional and societal needs” (Cranney, Botwood & Morris, 2012, p. iv). Applying 

students’ learning to real-world needs could include learning experiences such as Rosenkranz 

et al. (2018), who designed “enterprise challenges” alongside U.K. charities (p.21). Students 

were required to develop and present their proposed solutions, based on their previous 

learning and considering the needs of the charity. Psychological literacy offers a way of 

conceptualizing what psychology graduates develop (Goedeke & Gibson, 2011), and thus 

addresses some of the employability needs of students. 

The specific knowledge and skills of psychological literacy is an area for exploration 

but could include “personal skills that can usefully complement the discipline-specific 

learning outcomes of a university education” (Barrie, 2007, p. 440). For the concept of 

psychological literacy to add value to the learning environment, and in postgraduation 

contexts, students need to be familiar with the concept. Harris et al. (2021) found that only 

18% of undergraduate psychology students had heard of the concept. Similarly, Morris et al. 

(2013) found that students were not aware of the concept of psychological literacy, but upon 

being presented with a definition, all participants agreed that it was important.  
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The concept of psychological literacy could provide the basis for an international 

consensus of psychology graduate attributes. Pownall, et al. (2022) view psychological 

literacy as “a subject-specific example of how global citizenship can be embedded within the 

psychology curriculum” (p.216). Thus, psychological literacy may develop students’ capacity 

to participate in finding solutions for global challenges, such as coronavirus (COVID-19) 

(Pownall et al., 2022). With an increasing interest towards problem-solving on a global scale 

(Mair et al., 2013; Pownall et al., 2022), there is an imperative to establish international 

agreement of the concept of psychological literacy. 

A systematic review of the literature provided by Newell et al. (2020) determined that 

psychological literacy should be redefined, using a consensus-driven approach. Newell et al. 

(2020) viewed the development of a revised definition as important future research. This 

study addresses (and is motivated by) the research gap identified by Newell et al (2020). 

Hence, the development of any definition should include the perspectives of key stakeholder 

groups that will either be impacted by, or benefit from, embedding the definition into the 

learning environment. Newstead (2015) insists there should be a “core” agreement over 

concepts such as psychological literacy. As such, previous research has sought evidence of 

consensus. Harris et al. (2021) determined that there was consensus for psychological literacy 

among students. Definitions were provided by 63% of students surveyed, defining 

psychological literacy as “pertaining to knowledge of content, theories, and concepts” (p.7). 

More than a third (33%) of surveyed students conceptualized the term as “application of 

subject-specific content to the ‘real world’” (p.7). Newell et al. (2021) explored consensus by 

reviewing definitions in the literature. In that review, five key terms reoccurred: knowledge, 

application, employ, science, self/person. As a result, Newell et al. (2021) redefined 

psychological literacy as the ability to “apply scientific principles to psychology concepts in 

work and personal contexts” (p. 7).  
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In addressing the research recommendations of Newell at al., (2020), it is essential to 

understand the attributes that psychology educators believe their students should develop. 

The views of educators should represent multiple countries and education contexts, which is 

lacking in current research. Including perspectives of multiple key stakeholders is necessary 

to address common failings in the development of many graduate attribute lists (Barrie, 

2004). As such, this study seeks to identify consensus for an international definition of 

psychological literacy. To achieve this goal, a consensus on graduate attributes must be 

reached by psychology educators. The research conducted previously in this area (Newell et 

al., 2021; Harris et al., 2021) can be compared to teachers’ perceptions in order to refine 

psychological literacy. To explore educators’ views of psychological literacy, the following 

research questions are posed: 

1. What do psychology educators understand by the term “psychological literacy”? 

2. What skills or attributes do psychology educators believe students should develop in an 

undergraduate degree? 

Method 

Study Design 

This was a qualitative study, involving semi-structured interviews with psychology 

educators. 

Participants 

Participants were psychology educators who were working in a psychology program 

or course in Australia, Europe, or U.S. Specifically, participants were working in a 

recognized higher education provider. Potential participants were excluded if they were not 

fluent in English, or were not teaching psychology in a higher education institution at the 

time of data collection. 
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Participants were recruited from flyers at two psychology teaching conferences: the 

Australian Psychology Learning and Teaching Conference (AusPLAT; 13-15 September, 

2019), and the European Society for Psychology Learning and Teaching conference 

(ESPLAT; 25-27th September, 2019). Participants were also recruited from professional 

teaching networks, such as the Society for the Teaching of Psychology. Targeted recruitment 

of educators from these networks included faculty with a range of expertise and 

demographics, as well as institution types. For example, any person that was teaching into an 

undergraduate psychology course at the time of recruitment was invited to participate, 

including early-career tutors (see Table 10 for clarification). This spread was achieved by 

following a purposive sampling frame (Patton, 2002), which ensured a variety of perspectives 

were included in the study (see Table 10 for the sampling frame).  

Table 10  

Sampling frame 

Participant Characteristic a n  

Gender  

Male 11 

Female 7 

Teaching Experience (Years)  

< 5  4 

> 5  14 

Responsibility  

Tutor, Associate Lecturer, Lecturer b 6 

Course Coordinator, Head of School c 12 

Australian Institution 8 

Institution Outside of Australia 10 

US 4 

UK 6 

Established Institution d 12 

Establishing Institution e 6 

Note. a as a minimum, n=1 included in final sample, b Also known as ‘instructor’ or ‘teaching 

associate’ in different contexts, c Indicates a role with additional leadership, or decision-

making responsibility, d Established >50 years, e Established <50 years 

 

As a result, a minimum of n = 1 for each aspect within the sampling frame was included in 
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the interview sample. Recruitment ceased upon reaching saturation in analyses. As a result, a 

total of 18 individuals participated in the study. Participants are referred to using an 

alphabetical identifier, with the first participant being referred to as “AA” (as presented in 

Table 11). 

Table 11  

Interview and Participant Characteristics 

# Identifier Country Interview 

location 

Educator 

responsibility 

Institution 

characteristics 

Gender 

1 AA Australia Telephone Experienced Establishing Male 

2 BB UK In person Educator Established Female 

3 CC UK In person Educator Established Male 

4 DD UK In person Experienced Established Male 

5 EE UK In person Educator Established Female 

6 FF UK Skype Educator Established Male 

7 GG Australia Skype Experienced Established Female 

8 HH Australia Telephone Experienced Established Female 

9 II UK Skype Experienced Established Male 

10 JJ US Skype Experienced Established Male 

11 KK US Skype Experienced Established Male 

12 LL US Skype Educator Established Female 

13 MM Australia Telephone Experienced Establishing Male 

14 NN Australia In person Experienced Establishing Male 

15 OO Australia Skype Experienced Establishing Male 

16 PP US Skype Experienced Established Female 

17 QQ Australia Telephone Experienced Establishing Female 

18 RR Australia Telephone Educator Establishing Male 

Note. Educator refers to a tutor, associate lecturer or lecturer; Experienced refers to additional 

leadership responsibility: course coordinator, head of school. Established institution = >50 

years; Establishing institution = <50 years 

 

Procedure 

Interviews were scheduled for 60 minutes and were conducted either face-to-face (n = 

5), via telephone (n = 5), or Skype (n = 8). An interview guide provided a basic outline for 

relevant areas of discussion (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  Audio recording of interviews was 

taken with the consent of the participant. The interviewer (SN) transcribed the interviews 

verbatim for later analysis. Participants were given the opportunity to receive a full, de-

identified and anonymized transcript of their own interview to review and approve, in a 
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process known as member checking. At this time, participants were able to provide 

comments or clarifications on their transcript. This procedure increases the validity of the 

data collection process by reducing the risk of misrepresentation of participants’ talk (the 

data). Participants taking part in member checking received their transcript by e-mail within 2 

weeks of their interview. Four participants checked their transcripts. Of these, two made 

minor amendments and one participant requested some potentially identifying information be 

redacted. 

Ethics 

Volunteers were given the opportunity to ask questions related to the study and 

determine whether to participate. Ethical approval was granted by the School of Psychology 

Human Research Ethics Sub-committee at the University of Adelaide (Ethics approval 

number H-2019-19/15). 

Data Analysis 

Interview analysis was guided by Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA) methodology 

(Schreier, 2012), following previous research in the field (Harris et al., 2021; Newell et al., 

2021). Adopting a comparable process enables comparisons between the literature and the 

views of educators in this study. As QCA permits an analysis of word frequency, a list of 

graduate attributes can be produced from participants’ talk. A frequency assessment is then 

useful to determine consensus of identified attributes. Adhering to Schreier’s methodology, 

the following steps were undertaken: building a coding frame, pilot testing of coding frame, 

main analysis, assessment of coding consistency, and interpreting findings. 

Building a Coding Frame 

Main categories of the coding frame were derived deductively from research 

recommendations in Newell et al. (2020), which informed the interview guide and research 

questions. Main categories consisted of “knowledge of psychological literacy”, “desired 
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student attributes”, and “psychological literacy in teaching practice”. Subcategories were 

generated inductively by examining the transcripts (Mayring, 2004). A new subcategory was 

created for any skills or attributes identified, so that their frequency could be reported. 

Supplementary Table 3 presents this process, outlining the development of subcategories 

throughout the interview period. This work culminated in a code book to promote context and 

consistency for the coding process (Boyatzis, 1998). This document defined what would 

constitute inclusion of an interview extract into any code. The code book was developed by 

the first author (SN), then discussed and approved by subsequent authors (ACH, PS). Roberts 

et al. (2019) framework of criteria was followed to satisfy reliability: utilizing a code book, 

training and pretesting, coding independently, reporting the number of coders, and providing 

more than one consistency index. 

Trialling and Modifying the Coding Frame 

Following Schreier (2012), the coding frame went through a pilot phase (based on the 

first four transcripts) before being finalized for the main analysis. At this stage, some 

subcategories with similar names were revised for clarity or merged, e.g., “self-awareness” 

and “self-knowledge”.  

Main Analysis 

Transcripts were analysed and coded in NVivo (NVivo qualitative data analysis 

software; QSR International, Version 12, 2018). The coding frame and example interview 

extracts can be viewed in the supplementary material associated with this study 

(Supplementary Table 4 - 8). 

Assessment of Coding Consistency 

Two coders (SN, ACH) independently evaluated 69 interview extracts, coding at least 

one extract per subcategory. These data are presented in the supplementary materials 

(Supplementary Table 4 -8). A measure of consistency between coders was calculated (.00, 
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no agreement; 1.00, complete agreement), based on the method proposed by Miles and 

Huberman (1994). Reliability for categories of “identified attributes”, “knowledge of 

psychological literacy”, “issues with developing attributes”, “skill development not thought 

of”, and “purpose and outcome of a psychology degree” were calculated as separate indices. 

Results ranged from 0.89 to 1.00 respectively, indicating excellent reliability (Neuendorf, 

2002), which Kassarjian (1977) purports is satisfied at above .85. Six coding disagreements 

were reviewed until consensus was reached. As a result, three extracts were moved to other 

subcategories, and one extract was deemed irrelevant for the specific research question. 

Results 

Familiarity with the Concept of Psychological Literacy 

To address the research question, “what do psychology educators understand by the 

term “psychological literacy?”, participants were asked for their definition of the concept. In 

total, 94% of participants provided a definition of psychological literacy, with some citing 

existing conceptualisations such as McGovern et al. (2010). When probed, these participants 

stated which attributes they agreed (or disagreed) should be included in the definition. One 

educator questioned the difference between psychological literacy definitions and generic 

skills, “I think it’s general skills...so the only thing that differs is the content of what you’re 

teaching.” (NN, experienced educator, Australia). Others provided definitions that were more 

closely aligned with a general definition of ‘literacy’ (reading/writing/comprehension): “I 

mean obviously I’ve heard ‘psychological’, I’ve heard ‘literacy.” (JJ, experienced educator, 

U.S.). Others reported their own conceptualisation of psychological literacy as: 

the ability to critically evaluate claims and sources of information… scientific literacy of 

just the basics of research methods…the theories, the major classic studies 

and…foundational pieces of knowledge that we’ve gained about how humans’ 
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function...another huge component of psychological literacy is application. The ability to 

apply those things. (LL, early-career educator, U.S.) 

Even though the majority were able to describe what they believed the concept to be, some 

responses were indistinct. Vague responses indicates that the concept is not well-understood 

by all educators. A participant summarized this view: “I’ve heard of it, but then not 

necessarily thought about it and exactly what it means as such” (EE, early-career educator, 

U.K.). 

Barriers to Implementing Psychological Literacy 

A subset of participants explained that they had not considered the development of 

skills or attributes in education outcomes. Some educators had not thought about attributes 

that students may have been developing as a result of teaching and learning. Participants 

shared views such as: “we haven’t thought a great deal about how to make them explicit, 

other than research skills, I think” (OO, experienced educator, Australia). Similarly, some 

believed that students were not aware of the attributes they would develop or had no 

understanding about the progress of their current development: 

They’re just not aware that they have the skills and they’ve never been given the 

opportunity to use those skills and most importantly, in a way that they’re being assessed 

because if they’re not being assessed, in their minds, it doesn’t happen. (FF, early-career 

educator, U.K.) 

A participant also mentioned that “when a student comes out with an undergraduate 

psychology degree, a lot of employers aren’t going to know what the attributes are that the 

student has” (MM, experienced educator, Australia). A proportion of educators are not 

communicating the existence of psychology graduate attributes to students. Similarly, these 

educators are not connecting the relevance of psychology graduate attributes to students’ 

communities or future careers. 
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When participants discussed attributes they viewed as important for their students to 

develop, they were probed on whether they planned to develop these in the learning 

environment. There was general acknowledgement that there are constraints to the 

development of attributes, which are available in Supplementary Table 5. The majority 

discussed a lack of programmatic planning for the scaffolded development of attributes. 

Instead, there appeared to be a piecemeal or sporadic approach to developing attributes, 

driven by individual educators “because it’s modular, just bit by bit, skill by skill, assessment 

by assessment” (DD, experienced educator, U.K.). This issue has been termed 

“compartmentalized skill building”, and results in reduced opportunities for repeated practice 

through the degree program. Four participants further explained that there are some attributes 

that have to be acquired before others could develop, with one participant stating that “you 

have to have knowledge and understanding of that area, before you can apply critical thinking 

to it.” (OO, experienced educator, Australia). Results suggest that the attributes are not stand-

alone but must be introduced in an effective sequence, and with planned opportunities for 

revision. 

Educators identified several barriers for embedding psychological literacy in their 

learning environments, which are presented in Figure 3. These barriers are separated into 

factors related to individual educators, departments/faculties, institutions, governments, and 

society.  
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Figure 3  

Barriers to implementing psychological literacy through Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Systems Theory model (1977, 1979). 

 

Resourcing, curriculum space, time limitations, a resistance to innovation or lack of 

andragogical knowledge, and fears of negative student feedback were identified as specific 

barriers for successful implementation of psychological literacy in undergraduate education. 

Barriers were associated with time and class sizes, with 14 of the 18 interviewees struggling 

to achieve content and skills development in their allocated teaching time. One participant 

stated that “you barely have the time to teach them the study skills you would like to teach 

them” (II, experienced educator, U.K.). Other participants described related issues with 

scalability within the learning environment, stating that “if you’ve got big numbers 

there...how to actually do that with a class of 200, or something like that?” (MM, experienced 

educator, Australia). Participants described certain formative assessment experiences that 

may traditionally be used to shape skill development as less feasible with larger class sizes, 
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thus reducing the opportunity for attribute development. Scalability concerns were also said 

to influence assessment and the type of learning promoted, with participants sharing that 

“there’s so much rote learning” (FF, early-career educator, U.K.). As a result, the assessment 

may be tailored towards more rote-learning concepts, prioritising content-focused learning 

outcomes. Constraints from the broader education system were also flagged as a potential 

issue for developing students’ general skills and knowledge. Participants also volunteered 

suggestions for how psychological literacy could be more appealing to colleagues, including 

more exposure to the concept. There was a view expressed that the concept was niche, and 

“not [developed] for them” (AA, experienced educator, Australia).  

Educators' Perceptions of Psychological Literacy Attributes 

Psychology educators were asked which attributes they believed psychology students 

should develop through their undergraduate psychology degree. This provided a large list of 

“desired student attributes” (Table 12).  

Table 12  

Frequency of Desired Attributes of a Psychology Graduate as Identified by Participants 

Attribute name Participants (n= 18) 

Scientific research methods  17 

Critical and evaluative thinking  16 

Ability to apply psychological knowledge 15 

Communication skills: written  15 

Data and statistical analysis  13 

Psychology content knowledge  12 

Interpersonal skills  10 

Communication skills: oral  9 

Ethics  8 

Communication skills: general  7 

Evidence-based practice  7 

Problem-solving  7 

Reflection  7 

Cross cultural  6 

Literature searching  6 

Citizenship  5 

Interdisciplinary knowledge  5 

Professionalism  4 

Self-awareness  4 
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Attribute name Participants (n= 18) 

Initiative  3 

IT literacy  3 

Autonomous work  2 

Empathy  2 

Metacognition  2 

Ability to consider diverse perspectives 1 

Leadership  1 

Numeracy  1 

Referencing  1 

 

Applying a threshold rating of 70% consensus as recommended in policy research (Alder & 

Ziglio, 1996; Brady, 2015; Keeney et al., 2011; Linstone, & Turoff, 1975), the following 

attributes reached consensus: (a) scientific research methods (n=17), (b) critical and 

evaluative thinking (n=16), (c) ability to apply psychological knowledge (n=15), (d) written 

communication skills (n=15), and (e) data and statistical analysis (n=13). According to 

participants, developing these psychological literacy attributes requires an ability to use “the 

scientific method to analyze and change behaviour” (AA, experienced educator, Australia). 

Achieving this requires proficiency in analysing psychologically relevant problems, for 

example “what’s the best way we can go and help this person stop smoking?” (FF, early-

career educator, U.K.). Applying psychological knowledge to issues also entails a critical 

analysis of the evidence of potential solutions, like “how did that person arrive at that...is it 

based on statistics that have been used appropriately?” (FF, early-career educator, U.K.). 

Participants referred to “critical thinking”, “critical reflection”, “critical skepticism”, and 

“critical evaluation” as important attributes of a psychology graduate. The ability to apply 

scientific research methods to draw conclusions was also cited as key to psychology 

graduates, which was said to involve conducting “statistical analysis appropriate to the aims 

and hypothesis” (QQ, experienced educator, Australia).  

Proficiency in the ability to communicate proposed solutions (or findings) to an 

audience was identified as a key psychological literacy attribute. This attribute was said to 
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require an adherence to the conventions of psychological research, requiring the description 

of “a problem and the findings and how it was dealt with” (QQ experienced educator, 

Australia). One participant suggested that psychology-based research into effective 

communication should be applied to psychology education. This, they argued, should be 

explicitly modeled in delivery with opportunities for practice provided, to connect discipline 

theory and practice.  

Participants were then asked “why” students should develop these attributes in a 

psychology degree. In participants’ responses, the development of these attributes was 

aligned to what participants believed the aims of a psychology degree were. There were 

competing views of psychology offering a broad education that is widely applicable in life 

and jobs, that “psychology is the new English...because it has a wide application…There’s 

not a single field that doesn’t have a psychological dimension to it” (DD, experienced 

educator, U.K.). Conversely, preparation for a specific job or role was the justification by 

other participants as “training the next generation of psychological scientists...or 

psychological counsellors, clinical psychologists, or marketing [professionals]” (CC, early-

career educator, U.K.). Even still, the views about specific roles were broad. This suggests 

that educators hold mixed views of the outcome of a psychology degree.  

Discussion 

This study investigated international psychology educators’ understanding of the 

concept of psychological literacy. The aim of this research was to develop an international, 

evidence-based conceptualization of psychological literacy. As such, this study addresses the 

need to resolve ambiguity caused by inconsistency in the approach of different countries, 

institutions, accreditation bodies, and researchers in how the concept is applied in the 

learning environment (Newell et al., 2020, 2021; Newstead, 2015). Educators revealed 

specific attributes as essential to psychology graduates. Participants outlined any perceived 
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difference between their perception of psychological literacy and the development of 

graduate attributes within their courses. This study also explored educators’ perceived 

barriers to developing psychological literacy in the learning environment. These discussions 

provide insight into how the concept is viewed by a key stakeholder group, but also the 

potential barriers that may prevent the successful embedding of psychological literacy in 

higher education institutions. The barriers identified are summarised using Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1977, 1979) ecological systems theory model (i.e., individual to broader systemic and 

institutional factors), and presented in Figure 3. 

Goedeke and Gibson (2011) report that students expect an education that is 

vocationally relevant and “skill focused” (p.137). Educators in this study perceived that 

learners are less aware of their own attribute development, as they were not made explicit to 

students. Thus, they lack an understanding of the applicability of their education to future 

contexts. A mismatch exists between educators and students for developing and 

communicating these skills. Consequently, students cannot then communicate this to 

potential employers (Swingler & Hendry, 2019). The refinement of psychology graduate 

attributes, as presented in this article, may assist in the communication and perception of 

psychology’s relevance to educators, students, and employers. 

It can be argued that resistance to change in psychology faculties “can often be traced 

to deficient knowledge” (Halonen & Dunn, 2017, p. 47). Thus, increasing opportunities for 

staff to be exposed to the definition of psychological literacy, or providing specific 

professional development in the concept, may address two barriers identified in this study: 

the lack of pedagogical knowledge, and (hopefully) resistance to innovation. The lack of 

knowledge by staff could be remedied by the same processes that Bonwell and Eison (1991) 

advocated for in relation to active learning. They suggested signposting the benefits of the 

concept in school newsletters, and faculty publications. To advance educator awareness, 
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faculty development programs could be run. The programs should focus on tangible 

strategies for embedding into curriculum, and in the design and delivery of learning 

experiences. 

The benefit of the QCA methodology is that frequencies of codes can be tallied to 

provide a measure of relative importance within participants’ talk (Schreier, 2012). The use 

of this process in the analysis of attributes discussed within interviews provided evidence for 

the collective opinion of educators. The attribute list presented in this study is a step towards 

Newstead’s (2015) call to determine the “core” of underdeveloped concepts, such as 

psychological literacy. The consensus derived from educators interviewed for this study 

flagged proficiency in: (a) scientific research methods, (b) critical and evaluative thinking, (c) 

the ability to apply psychological knowledge, (d) written communication skills, and (e) data 

and statistical analysis. These attributes are supported by previous research in psychological 

literacy, with Hamilton et al. (2018) stating that psychology students should develop a range 

of “thinking and language skills, information gathering and synthesis, research methods and 

statistical skills, interpersonal skills, ethics and values” (p.151). 

Participants referred to the relevance of report writing (APA-style manuscripts or 

scientific reports) but also emphasized the real-world relevance of concise written summaries, 

article summaries, business reports, scientific blogs, and magazine articles. Past research has 

already suggested this format of communication as relevant to psychological literacy 

(Pownall et al., 2021). In the Quality Assurance Agency for U.K. Higher Education’s 

Psychology Benchmark Statement (2019), communication involves “essays and scientific 

reports, sensitive to the needs and expectations of an audience” (p.6). The participants in this 

study disagreed with the usefulness of the essay, preferring more employment-specific 

formats like client communication (emails, letters, treatment, or behavioral intervention 
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plans). These findings suggest that psychology educators are considering the applicability of 

their learning tasks to students’ broader lives. 

The recurring focus on application by participants, (i.e., that the knowledge and skills 

generated by the discipline are widely applicable to other fields) aligns with the APA’s 

(2014) “common core” article. This resource views psychology as “an integrative multilevel 

science” (p.7). However, participants expressed concern that students received an education 

of disjointed or disparate concepts. Participants described their students as not being able to 

bring skills or ideas from earlier courses into later learning experiences. The view of students 

treating psychological knowledge and skills as disparate learning experiences was termed 

“compartmentalizing knowledge”.  An impact of the compartmentalization of knowledge is 

an inability to “draw on all their available knowledge and evaluate for themselves what was 

relevant or applicable to the task at hand” (Kent & Skipper, 2015, p.9). This has implications 

for the ability of students to apply their learning in other settings, which is problematic, 

considering the educators’ consensus that the “ability to apply psychological knowledge” is a 

key attribute of psychological literacy.  

Comparing and contrasting conceptualizations of psychological literacy offers a 

determination of consensus. A consensus for the concept derived from the literature is 

provided by Newell et al. (2021) as the ability to “apply scientific principles to psychology 

concepts in work and personal contexts” (p. 465). Comparing the attributes identified in this 

study against the findings of Newell et al. (2021) indicates consensus for the understanding of 

scientific principles, methods and analyses, and the application of psychological knowledge 

to different contexts and audiences. A focus on application and psychological knowledge was 

also reflected in students’ definitions of psychological literacy in Harris et al. (2021). The 

student-developed definition of psychological literacy is provided by Harris et al. (2021) as: 

“knowledge of content, theories, and concepts” and the “application of subject-specific 
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content to the ‘real world’” (p. 59). Triangulation between the conceptualizations of 

psychological literacy researchers, psychology educators, and psychology students provides 

evidence for a revised definition of psychological literacy.  

The researcher perspective (Newell et al., 2021), and the students’ definitions of 

psychological literacy (Harris et al., 2021) support the findings of this study. However, what 

was not covered in the Newell et al. (2021) definition was the critical and evaluative thinking 

aspect raised by educators. As a result, it suggests that you can apply scientific principles, but 

not necessarily reflect on why, or the implications of results. An updated definition should 

include the educator cohort’s attribute of “critical and evaluative thinking”, as scholars view 

critical evaluation as central to psychological literacy and other attributes as “add-ons” 

(Newstead, 2015). An element of communicating findings is also needed, as there was a 

focus from educators about not just doing but sharing or expressing the solutions (or 

application of knowledge). This could be covered in the conceptualization of psychological 

literacy in the literature as the ability to, “apply in personal and work contexts” (Newell et al., 

2021, p. 465) as well as the student definition, “application of subject-specific content to the 

real world” (Harris et al., 2021, p. 59). Although, it should be explicitly stated that this is the 

mechanism for application. So, critical thinking and communication need to be included in 

any revised definition. This is also supported by a body of literature (for example, Cranney, 

Botwood, & Morris, 2012; Halpern, 2004, 2010; Kent & Skipper, 2015; McGovern et al., 

2010). Halpern (2004) explicitly states that “a quality education should help students develop 

problem solving and communication skills, [and] critical thinking skills of evaluation and 

analysis” (p. 3-4). The ability to apply psychological knowledge requires being able to a) 

understand it, b) investigate it, and c) communicate it. As such, these attributes compliment 

and build on each other. Through the analyses conducted, a revised definition of 

psychological literacy is presented. Psychological literacy is the ability to: 
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1. Critically analyze psychological phenomena, including findings drawn from a range 

of methodologies, as well as any biases or limitations that could have given rise to any 

conclusions; 

2. Use scientific methodology and principles to investigate real-world issues across a 

range of contexts, both personal and professional, drawing upon an understanding of 

human behaviour and thinking processes; and 

3. Communicate an understanding of psychological processes to others by offering 

concise, evidence-based solutions to real-world issues. 

The use of this unified definition has the potential to benefit industry, educators, and 

students by offering an international consensus of psychology graduate attributes. This 

revised definition also advances an international perspective of psychology education. An 

international focus on psychological literacy within the learning environment facilitates the 

application of knowledge towards widespread problems like climate change (Pownall et al., 

2022). Applying discipline-specific knowledge to understand and solve global challenges 

also aligns with pedagogical conversations that are occurring in higher education (Pownall et 

al., 2022). The revised definition presents a view of literacy that facilitates learning in action.  

This study also revealed several perceived barriers to the embedding of psychological 

literacy in the undergraduate psychology curriculum. It is recommended that future research 

investigate how to reduce the perceived barriers, and whether the perceived barriers actually 

reflect limitations in practice. Looking to these barriers, a key need is psychology-specific 

resources to implement the concept into the learning environment (Cranney, Botwood & 

Morris, 2012).  Psychological literacy resources provided by Taylor and Hulme (2015) could 

be updated to reflect the definition presented in this paper, in alignment with evidence-based 

teaching practice. It is hoped by the authors that the revised definition of psychological 
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literacy provides a conceptual base for constructively aligned activities and assessments 

within the undergraduate psychology degree. 

Limitations 

One limitation of this study is that educators who were interviewed came from three 

westernized countries: Australia, U.K., and the U.S. As such, the findings reflect a western 

view of both psychology in general, and psychological literacy. Future research could assess 

the extent to which the concept is generalizable, especially to so-called “non-Western 

countries”. Schweinsberg et al. (2021) suggest that a review of attributes should occur every 

decade. The focus of the next decade review should be the inclusion of as many countries and 

cultural contexts as possible. 

Conclusion 

Educators perceived barriers to implementing psychological literacy in higher 

educational settings as they, and their students, needed a clearer definition of the concept. 

Opportunities to develop graduate attributes were seen by educators as sporadic, which 

identified a need to build psychological literacy attributes across units of study. This includes 

repeated opportunities to develop psychological literacy attributes. As such, this article 

recommends a programmatic (or whole-of-degree) planning approach to embedding 

psychological literacy into the undergraduate psychology degree, utilizing this international 

definition of psychological literacy. An analysis of the attributes that psychology educators 

viewed as important for graduates to develop, along with a comparison of similar analyses 

with students and researchers, have culminated in a refined definition of psychological 

literacy. The revised definition presented in this paper offers a shared understanding of 

psychology graduate attributes for international application.
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Supplementary Table 3  

Development of New Subcategories during Data Collection and Analysis 

ID 
Interview 

date 

Transcript 

completion 

date 

Member 

checking 

requested, 

if yes, date 

complete 

Date of 

deidentified 

transcript 

Date of 

manual 

analysis 

New categories 

Date 

analysis 

entered 

into NVivo 

Date of file 

entered 

into NVivo 

NVivo 

subcategory 

review 

AA 19/09/2019 21/09/2019 Yes, 

22/09/2019 

29/10/2019 4/11/2019 Application of psychology, citizenship; 

creativity; cross cultural; emotional intelligence; 

empiricism, ethics; growth mindset; Hierarchical 

attribute development; initiative; knowledge of 

related disciplines, leadership; metacognition, 

problem-solving, professionalism, knowledge of 

professional standards, psychology content 

knowledge, reflection, scientific method, self-

awareness (self-knowledge, self-understanding), 

Social competence, teamwork, skills vs. content, 

Purpose and outcome of psychology degree, 

generic skills, preparing for jobs, psychology as a 

broad education, specific attributes unique to 

psychology, skills not thought about by teachers, 

Aware of PL but unsure of specifics, definition 

of PL provided, overlap with employability, 

assessment of PL, PL covered through 

accreditation, when pl is developed, PL not in 

curriculum, barriers to implementation of PL, 

Clearer definition of PL is required; problems 

with skill or attribute lists; Barrier: time poor; not 

explicitly embedded 

6/11/2019 4/11/2019 02-12-19 

BB 1/10/2019 2/10/2019 No 22/10/2019 4/11/2019 Communication skills; written; critical thinking, 

evaluation, identifying sources of bias; 

objectivity; empathy; IT literacy, statistical 

analysis software; organisation skills, statistical 

analysis, students not aware of skills, explicit 

embedding; barrier: resistance to innovation 

6/11/2019 4/11/2019 22/01/2020 
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ID 
Interview 

date 

Transcript 

completion 

date 

Member 

checking 

requested, 

if yes, date 

complete 

Date of 

deidentified 

transcript 

Date of 

manual 

analysis 

New categories 

Date 

analysis 

entered 

into NVivo 

Date of file 

entered 

into NVivo 

NVivo 

subcategory 

review 

CC 1/10/2019 4/10/2019 No 28/10/2019 5/11/2019 Research methods, open science, 

compartmentalised skill building, overlap with 

graduate attributes, PL for students, PL for 

teachers; barrier: tick box 

7/11/2019 4/11/2019 7/02/2020 

DD 2/10/2019 4/10/2019 No 28/10/2019 6/11/2019 Oral communication; evidence-based practice, 

time management, Barrier: fear of negative 

feedback; Barrier: seen as a niche concept; 

literature searching 

8/11/2019 4/11/2019 12/05/2020 

EE 4/10/2019 23/10/2019 No 28/10/2019 5/11/2019 Values and dispositions 7/11/2019 4/11/2019 
 

FF 4/10/2019 3/12/2019 No 3/12/2019 11/12/2019 Active learning skills; data management; 

literature searching, education system format 

against PL; barrier: no space in curriculum 

4/02/2020 4/02/2020 
 

GG 17/12/2019 16/01/2020 No 28/01/2020 28/01/2020 Awareness of PL, interpersonal skills 4/02/2020 4/02/2020 
 

HH 8/01/2020 17/01/2020 Yes, 

18/01/2020 

23/01/2020 28/01/2020 Appreciation for diversity, general 

communication skills, cultural responsivity; 

overlap with graduate attributes (PL); Barrier: no 

teacher training (lack of pedagogical knowledge) 

6/03/2020 4/02/2020 
 

II 15/01/2020 16/01/2020 No 28/01/2020 31/01/2020 Autonomous work, conscientiousness, numeracy, 

positive psychology, referencing, resilience, 

student preparedness, barrier: no PL measures 

5/02/2020 4/02/2020 
 

JJ 11/02/2020 11/02/2020 No 11/02/2020 12/02/2020 Scientific research methods; not aware of PL 19/02/2020 19/02/2020  

KK 14/02/2020 14/02/2020 No 14/02/2020 19/02/2020 Generic Skills, purpose of psych: student need 19/02/2020 19/02/2020  
LL 4/03/2020 5/03/2020 Yes, 

Member 

checking 

not 

completed 

5/03/2020 6/03/2020 Barrier: lack of resources 6/03/2020 6/03/2020 
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ID 
Interview 

date 

Transcript 

completion 

date 

Member 

checking 

requested, 

if yes, date 

complete 

Date of 

deidentified 

transcript 

Date of 

manual 

analysis 

New categories 

Date 

analysis 

entered 

into NVivo 

Date of file 

entered 

into NVivo 

NVivo 

subcategory 

review 

MM 10/03/2020 17/03/2020 No 17/03/2020 17/03/2020 issues with developing attributes: large class 

sizes; 

23/03/2020 17/03/2020 
 

NN 10/03/2020 17/03/2020 No 23/03/2020 23/03/2020 Skill development not thought of: skills not 

recognised outside of university 

23/03/2020 23/03/2020 
 

OO 12/03/2020 17/03/2020 No 17/03/2020 18/03/2020 Issues with developing attributes: lack of 

planning at program level/lack of oversight 

12/05/2020 17/03/2020 
 

PP 11/03/2020 11/03/2020 Yes, 

13/03/2020 

17/03/2020 18/03/2020 Barrier: need to cover content 12/05/2020 17/03/2020 
 

QQ 19/03/2020 20/03/2020 No 20/03/2020 21/03/2020 No new subcategories (note: Covid-19 

interruption) – conduct one more interview to 

ensure saturation 

12/05/2020 20/03/2020 
 

RR 24/03/2020 27/03/2020 No 27/03/2020; 

new version 

12/05/2020 

found 

identifying 

information,  

28/03/2020 No new subcategories - assume saturation 12/05/2020 12/05/2020 
 

Note. PL refers to psychological literacy  
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Supplementary Table 4  

Category: Identified attributes 

Code name  Description  Participants 

(n= 18) 

Example quote 

Ability to apply 

psychological 

knowledge 

An identified skill is the ability to apply 

psychological knowledge in various settings: 

both in and out of the formal study context.   

15 “Just learning knowledge and they’re never then given the new opportunity to apply their 

knowledge. They’re never given a question like, "Here’s someone that wants to stop 

smoking. What’s the best way we can go and help this person stop smoking?" (FF)  

Ability to consider 

diverse 

perspectives 

The ability to understand and appreciate 

differences between perspectives and 

individuals  

1 “Another one is values, and quite often that include things like appreciation of diversity.” 

(HH)  

Autonomous work  The ability to complete work individually and 

achieve work goals.  

2 “…giving students more choice, we’re actually imposing more of a load on them to self-

regulate, to actually govern their own learning” (OO)  

  

Citizenship  Discussion about psychology graduates being 

effective members of society.  

5 “Creating that robust independent citizen” (CC)  

Communication 

Skills: General  

When people have mentioned the development 

of communication skills as desired, but not 

elaborated on a specific type, i.e., oral, written  

7 “We should be saying, well yes your communication is something that all graduates 

should have, including psychology graduates but with psychology graduates you can go 

further, and you can look at say communication and say, okay, well what’s the evidence 

base for the most effective communication strategies?” (HH)  

Communication 

Skills: Oral  

When participants have discussed the importance 

of oral communication, such as presentation 

skills or conversation skills.  

9 “…presentation skills, which are both like kind of classic communication, presentation 

skills, but also the research side, how are they synthesizing the background information, 

how are they understanding how the research was done? How are they interpreting and 

explaining?” (PP)  

Communication 

Skills: Written  

Conveying skills and knowledge through written 

mediums, namely reports and the ability to 

construct written arguments  

15 “… psychology students are very well placed to write reports in various contexts, whether 

that’s for government or research or not-for-profits, but clearly describing a problem and 

the findings and how it was dealt with.” (QQ)  

Critical and 

Evaluative 

Thinking  

Discussions that specifically relate to evaluation 

of research, discussions, media. Also, any 

specific mention of ‘thinking skills’ such as 

‘critical thinking’.   

16 “To take a piece of information that looks factual and to know the authenticity of that, the 

importance of that piece of information, the truth behind that piece of information and 

then I guess, to go beyond that slightly as well and to think about, how did that person 

arrive at that figure? Is it based on statistics that have been used appropriately?” (FF)  

Cross cultural  Discussions about the understanding of cultural 

issues, applied across contexts. Includes 

indigenous competencies  

6 “…we have a separate subject called intercultural issues and indigenous psychology, 

which we’re really proud of with, it’s a good unit, we don’t feel as though there’s enough 

of material in the other units around that. So, what we’re sort of thinking of is actually 

breaking that subject up so that it’s even all the other subjects in some presence.” (MM)  
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Code name  Description  Participants 

(n= 18) 

Example quote 

Data and Statistical 

Analysis  

Any discussion about data analysis, 

management, interpretation. Specifically, 

discussions about statistical testing processes.   

13 “…conduct statistical analysis appropriate to the aims and hypothesis” (QQ)   

Empathy  Talk of applying the skill of empathy to various 

contexts, and a way of being, ‘empathetic’.  

2 “Maybe they just need some empathy. Like really kind of applying what they know to 

their lives, not just for their own wellbeing and welfare” (LL)  

Ethics  Any talk that discusses the appropriate way to 

conduct either psychological research or 

practice.  

8 “Having some idea of ethical codes like the APS, code of ethics…The most important 

thing there I think is, I think realizing where your own code... Where your moral 

framework comes from, what it is - first of all, where it comes from, and how to examine 

it and analyze it and challenge it in relation to other people’s moral frameworks that 

might be different from yours.” (HH)  

Evidence-based 

practice  

Talk of the use of evidence to inform action 

across a range of research and practice contexts.  

7 “…they’re not going to be dealing with theory a lot when they leave university, but they 

are going to be dealing with a lot of situations where people are making suggestions about 

what should be done in particular circumstances, or strategies that can be adopted, where 

they will be equipped to better question…what evidence could there be?” (OO)  

Initiative  Discussion about students needing to be 

proactive.  

3 “…initiative taking I think are quite important, and I think in any job you have to take 

initiative…” (BB)  

Interdisciplinary 

knowledge  

Discussion about how the integration of 

knowledge by being exposed to disciplines that 

compliment psychology help to answer questions 

about human behaviour and mental states.  

5 “…you become a much more nuanced thinker if you’re able to see how all of these 

approaches to knowledge kind of build. And if you can integrate them, then you’re going 

to have much better use of the knowledge that you gained through your education.” (LL)  

Interpersonal 

skills  

Discussion about various interpersonal skills – 

about how psychology students should learn to 

interact with each other and how this impacts 

their ability to act in future work.   

10 “…that’s getting incorporated into the APAC guidelines in terms of the competency-

based assessments, the requirement to have group work” (MM)  

IT literacy  Discussions around the use of computers in 

relation to psychology graduates  

3 “…computer literacy and in the workforce, they’ll have different terms…but if you can 

map what we’re doing in our programs and in our degrees, onto the sort of terminology, 

you can find there’s quite a bit of overlap.” (OO)  

Leadership  Discussing the development of leadership skills 

throughout a psychology degree  

1 “…take leadership when the situation calls for it” (AA)  

Literature 

Searching  

Talk that discusses the skill of locating sources 

of evidence through searching of databases, but 

also the ability to identify the credibility of 

sources.  

6 “…nobody comes out with a comprehensive knowledge in psychology, right? But what 

they do come out with hopefully is the ability to find and understand more 

psychologically relevant information in other content from psychology that they’ve not 

been exposed to.” (OO)  

Metacognition  Discussing the ability for students to think about 

their thinking.  

2 “…psychological literacy only comes from reflective thought and metacognition” (II)  
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Code name  Description  Participants 

(n= 18) 

Example quote 

Numeracy  Instead of interpreting statistics, this is the 

specific discussion of number literacy 

(mathematics)  

1 “They need to have a certain degree of numeracy. Doesn’t matter if they can’t do algebra, 

but they’ve got to be able to be not terrified by numbers.”  

Problem-Solving  Discussion about how learning about psychology 

allows students to solve issues relevant to the 

discipline  

7 “…you’re given an explicit problem where you have to have gone into the literature or 

think about some of the stuff that you’ve learned and apply it to solve that problem. (FF)  

Professionalism  A broad category that includes knowledge of 

issues in the profession and work-

practices (practice-related)  

4 “…professions will grow and improve as people sort of or do research on what they’re 

doing, some other way of kind of engaging and improving the bigger picture” (AA)  

Psychology 

content 

knowledge  

Content across a range of areas in psychology.  12 “…the core content is a way of developing their skills. It’s giving them something to 

work with…and it’s really more about what’s it doing to allow students to take out of the 

subject a different way of thinking or develop their way of thinking.” (OO)  

Referencing  Specific discussion about the use of APA 

referencing system  

1 “They need to be actively involved and engaged in understanding what references are 

about, and why the APA referencing system is different to others and therefore, use it.” 

(II)  

Reflection  Talk about students needing to develop reflective 

capability for success in learning, assessment and 

in the solving of problems.  

7 “Rather than just re-watching the lecture…it’s to actually think about how does this 

knowledge apply in the real world? Reflection in that sense. Now I know this stuff, what 

does it mean for how I recognize faces or whether border control is effective?” (FF) 

Scientific Research 

Methods  

A broad category encompassing all discussion 

about science skills, scientific literacy, and 

research methods in relation to psychological 

science.  

17 “…using the scientific method to analyze behaviour and change behavior” (AA)  

   

Self-awareness  Knowledge of own limitations and values.  4 “…self-awareness that they’ve picked up these very useful attributes and skills and 

competencies that they can use” (MM)  

Note. This category was developed from the research question: what skills or attributes do psychology educators believe their students should 

develop in an undergraduate degree? This category was coded to if participants discussed any skills, values/dispositions, knowledge (broadly 

referred to as ‘attributes’), that they believe psychology students should be developing. See subcategories for specifics. A new subcategory is 

created for each desired student attribute identified.   
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Supplementary Table 5  

Category: Issues with Developing Attributes 

Note. This table includes issues surrounding the training and acquisition of attributes. It addresses the research question: what skills or attributes 

do psychology educators believe their students should develop in an undergraduate degree?  

Code name Description Participants 

(n = 18) 

Example quote  

Compartmentalized 

skill building 

This section contains discussions related to the logistics 

of skill development within the curriculum. An identified 

concern of educators has been the sporadic nature of skill 

development, within individual courses, as opposed to a 

whole of program approach to developing student 

attributes. 

11 “Maybe from my role that’s how I tended to come to view the 

program, because it’s modular, just bit by bit, skill by skill, 

assessment by assessment.” (DD) 

Hierarchical skill 

development 

Four participants discussed that they believed that there 

is some order or hierarchy which needs to be considered 

when planning to develop graduate attributes. 

4 “…you have to have knowledge and understanding of that area, 

before you can apply critical thinking to it.” (OO) 

Large class sizes 

(scalability) 

Three participants discussed scalability as an issue for 

developing attributes. 

3 “If you’ve got big numbers there…how to actually do that with a 

class of 200, or something like that?” (MM) 

Skills versus 

content 

Perceptions of their roles as educators. This section 

concerns the views of teachers: whether they perceive 

their role as facilitators of skill development or content.  

 

14 “There’s so much rote learning. I don’t think they ever really get the 

opportunity to go “I developed some communication skills”, or “I’ve 

gained knowledge that might be useful for the world”, or “I’ve 

gained stats skills that will be useful for this business over here. “(FF) 

Student 

preparedness 

This subcategory highlights an issue with being mentally 

or developmentally ready/able to acquire attributes.  

1 “…we have so many students with so many issues…you barely have 

the time to teach them the study skills you would like to teach them.” 

(II) 



PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 184 

 

Supplementary Table 6  

Category: Educators’ Knowledge of Psychological Literacy 

Code name Description Participants 

(n=18) 

Example quote 

Awareness of 

PL but unsure of 

specifics 

When educators have heard of PL, but are not sure what it 

entails, or do not offer a specific definition, this content is 

coded here.  

5 “I've heard of it, but then not necessarily thought about it and exactly 

what it means as such.” (EE) 

Definition of PL 

provided 

When educators discuss what they believe PL to be and 

cite existing literature on the topic, e.g., McGovern et al. 

(2010) attributes, or provide their own created definition.  

 

 

17 “To me there would be three domains of what it means, Psychological 

Literacy. The first would be critical thinking. The ability to critically 

evaluate claim and sources of information to sort of understand where 

information comes from...Or having that sort of scientific literacy of 

just the basics of research methods…the second domain I would say 

would be just content…the theories, the major classic studies, and the 

sort of foundational pieces of knowledge that we’ve gained about how 

humans’ function…another huge component of psychological literacy 

is application. The ability to apply those things.” (LL) 

Overlap with 

employability 

Some interviewees suggest PL also includes 

employability, which is a concept that we indicated in our 

construct validity analysis was a threat to validity (Newell, 

Chur-Hansen & Strelan, 2020). The extent that educators 

also express this view is important to document. A such, 

any discussions about overlap between PL and 

employability were coded here. 

8 “I think some of the things that probably go into psychological literacy 

can be connected to employability or important employability skills, 

but they’re not exactly the same thing.” (EE) 

Overlap with 

generic skills 

A common point of contention in the broader literature is 

the extent to which PL reflects established ideas of 

existing “generic skills”. As such, any discussion about 

overlap with PL and generic skills are coded here. 

12 “I think it’s general skills…so the only thing that differs is the content 

of what you’re teaching.” (NN) 

Not aware of PL For structural completeness, Participants were asked 

directly: “Have you ever heard of Psychological 

Literacy?”. If they responded “No”, then their talk was 

recorded in this subcategory. 

4 “Well, I’m not sure I have specifically. I mean obviously I’ve heard 

‘psychological’, I’ve heard ‘literacy’.” (JJ) 

Note. PL refers to psychological literacy. This category was developed from the research question: what do psychology educators understand by 

the term “psychological literacy”? It broadly contains all discussions directly related to how interviewees are aware of, or define the concept.  
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Supplementary Table 7  

Category: Skill Development not Thought of 

Note. 

This 

subcategory was developed from educators’ expressing that they had not thought about what kind of skills should be developed. Or, not thinking 

about their role in skill development at all. This was extended to include the view that employers may also not be aware of the skills that are 

developed during a psychology degree.  

Code name Description Participants 

(n = 18) 

Example quote 

Not thought 

about by 

teachers 

This subcategory is separated into skill 

development not thought of by 

teachers. 

4 “The skills, not so much. Skills, I think, have not been addressed that well 

historically. They’ve been implicit, and we haven’t thought a great deal about 

how to make them explicit, other than research skills, I think.” (OO) 

Students not 

aware of skills 

Similarly, teachers commented that 

their students did not think about skills 

they wanted or were developing. 

12 “I think they have the skills, they’re just not aware that they have the skills and 

they’ve never been given the opportunity to use those skills and most 

importantly, in a way that they’re being assessed because if they’re not being 

assessed, in their minds, it doesn’t happen.” (FF) 

Skills not 

recognized 

outside of 

university 

There was a sentiment raised by one 

participant that the skills developed in 

a psychology degree were not clearly 

understood by employers. 

1 “If you have a graduate with an undergraduate law degree, then every employer 

knows what they’ve got because law degrees are so well known, and so well 

recognized and understood. When a student comes out with an undergraduate 

psychology degree, a lot of employers aren’t going to know what the attributes 

are that the student has.” (MM) 
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Supplementary Table 8  

Category: Purpose and Outcome of Psychology Degree 

Note. Table provided to illuminate the research question: what skills or attributes do psychology educators believe their students should develop 

in an undergraduate degree? When teachers discuss attributes, they are likely to mention why they are necessary. Discussions about the purpose 

of a psychology degree are included in this subcategory, as well as any discussions of specific student outcomes they work towards. See 

subcategories below for specifics 

Code name Description Participants (n 

= 18) 

Example quote 

Preparing for 

jobs 

When discussing the attributes that 

psychology students need to develop, it is 

natural that teachers also discuss why the 

skills are relevant, i.e., what jobs they are 

being prepared for, or whether they do not 

believe it prepares for jobs. 

18 “…you enter into the sort of realm of what’s a mission statement of a school of 

psychology… [are you] training the next generation of psychological scientists in an 

undergraduate psychology degree, or are you training the next generation of 

psychological counsellors or clinical psychologists or marketing? (CC) 

Psychology as 

a broad 

education 

This section was developed to encapsulate 

comments related to the belief expressed 

by some educators that psychology is 

deliberately broad in the content and skills 

provided to students. 

14 “Psychology is the new English. They used to say, "We don’t know what to do at 

university. Do English because it has a wide application” …There’s not a single field 

that doesn’t have a psychological dimension to it.” (DD) 

Specific 

attributes 

unique to 

psychology 

As any university degree arguably 

develops some transferable or generic 

skills, discussions that help to differentiate 

what students of psychology get, 

specifically (or only) from psychology is 

coded into this subcategory. 

16 “…it’s the scientific method and the knowledge of umm human psychological processes 

and…understanding human behaviour…and being able to modify that or influence it.” 

(AA) 
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Chapter 5: Contribution, Implications, and Conclusions 

The following Chapter provides a summary of findings from the Studies presented. A 

continuation of the examination of barriers to implementing psychological literacy in 

educational settings (from Study 3) is then provided. Throughout this Chapter, avenues for 

future research are presented, along with an acknowledgement of the limitations of the 

research. A conclusion for the thesis considers the status of the current state of psychological 

literacy and the future of psychology graduate attributes.  

Overview of Findings 

This thesis examined the current state and quality of research for the concept of 

psychological literacy. It also explored key stakeholder understandings of the concept, 

namely psychology educators in higher education. In each study, findings were considered 

against established frameworks and methodology. For Study 1, internationally recognised 

methodologies were used to systematically review methods of conceptualising and measuring 

psychological literacy in published literature. The Johanna Briggs Institute Critical Appraisal 

checklist and PRISMA process (Moola et al., 2017; Tufanaru et al., 2017) for determining 

inclusion of research into the study were the methods employed in Study 1. Study 2 

employed Messick’s unified validity framework (1995) to examine threats to the construct 

validity of the concept of psychological literacy. Broader criteria for inclusion were used in 

this study to capture a body of grey literature on the topic, and a wealth of published literature 

which discussed (but did not attempt to measure) the concept. Study 3 explored psychology 

educators’ understanding of the concept, and any perceived barriers to implementation of 

psychological literacy in a high education context through the standardised process, QCA 

(Schreier, 2012).  
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Overview of Findings: Study 1 

Study 1 (Chapter 2) systematically reviewed approaches to measuring psychological 

literacy in studies that aimed to measure the concept. This study was conducted to address a 

need to understanding whether psychological literacy was being uniformly conceptualised in 

in the literature. Specifically, the study analysed whether approaches to measuring 

psychological literacy were drawing on consensus for the attributes that constitute the 

concept. Deeper analysis was conducted to determine whether the attributes were conceived 

of in a consistent way, and measured in a valid and reliable manner. A major finding of the 

analyses was that researchers applied different conceptualisations of the attributes that 

psychological literacy was thought to consist of. As a result, a variety of different approaches 

to measure the concept was utilised, making comparisons between research in the field 

difficult. Consequently, several future research directions were suggested, with two major 

research gaps identified. Firstly, the study identified the need for a thorough analysis of the 

definition of psychological literacy in existing literature (particularly literature that was 

beyond the scope of the inclusion criteria). The aim of such research would be to identify if 

there were any consensus over the attributes constitute ‘psychological literacy’. Secondly, as 

results documented a range of approaches to measure the attributes that each author claimed 

to constitute psychological literacy, there was a need to investigate the validity of the 

construct. 

Overview of Findings: Study 2 

To address the limitations identified in Study 1, Study 2 (Chapter 3) was developed. 

Study 2, titled ‘a construct validity analysis of the concept of psychological literacy’, 

addressed the gap in knowledge identified in Study 1: whether the concept of psychological 

literacy had a sound, valid conceptualisation. The recommendation was to conduct a broad 

analysis of literature and identify any potential threats to construct validity. Study 2 was 
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conducted to determine if the construct (that has been referred to in a range of publications 

and grey literature) was fit-for-purpose, in the educational settings in which it was being 

applied. Also, whether the concept was defined in a homogenous way, leading to a unified 

understanding of the term. Alternatively, whether the construct suffered from threats to 

validity which rendered it problematic for use as the much-needed ‘unifying concept’ in 

psychology education (McGovern et al., 2010). Results indicated that the latter was the 

current situation for psychological literacy, with numerous threats to construct validity in the 

literature. Notably, the construct seemed to lack a formally agreed definition. Study 3 

responded to the need for clarification of consensus of the definition in the literature by 

conducting an analysis and frequency count of the terms used to constitute psychological 

literacy. This evaluation revealed that there was indeed some consensus among 

conceptualisations of psychological literacy, although we note that there were also significant 

differences. Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA) revealed a common conceptualisation 

among definitions: apply scientific principles to psychology concepts in work and personal 

contexts. We can view this understanding of psychological literacy as a working definition, 

towards the development of a valid, fit-for-purpose description of the concept. Further 

research was required to achieve the unification that psychology (and psychology education, 

in particular) requires. As such, the next step required input from key stakeholders, to address 

the validity concerns under Messick’s criterion of ‘relevancy’. For a construct to be valid, it 

must be relevant for the context in which it will be used. For psychological literacy, this 

means that it must adequately reflect the kinds of outcomes that educators wish to achieve, 

and then assess. Consequently, an investigation into whether this working definition held up 

to scrutiny of key stakeholders (such as psychology educators) was identified as an important 

future research direction. A major recommendation was that perspectives from key 

stakeholders (that would ultimately use the concept, i.e., psychology educators) should be 
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sought to determine what, if any, consensus could be reached over a definition. The findings 

of Study 2 provide a ‘reference point’ for validating educational outcomes (Scott, 2016). 

Another reference point is provided in Study 3, thus addressing the need for multiple sources 

of validation as outlined in Scott (2016), and as required by the UK Quality Code for Higher 

Education (see page 35 for more details). 

Overview of Findings: Study 3 

The final study (Study 3, Chapter 4) outlined an investigation into educators’ 

understandings of psychological literacy. This exploration was undertaken with the objective 

of addressing the research needs presented in Study 2. This objective required input from 

psychology educators, in relation to their understanding of what graduate attributes the 

concept of psychological literacy should be defined by. This study utilised semi-structured 

interviews to gain educators’ perspectives into the concept. Transcripts were then analysed 

according to QCA, as defined by Schreier (2012). The analysis process produced some key 

findings. Firstly, that most educators had heard of the concept, but were unfamiliar with an 

official definition. This supported earlier research in this Thesis that reported varied 

conceptualisations of psychological literacy in the literature; in which I argued would result 

in unclear messaging (or misunderstandings) of the concept among its users, namely, 

psychology educators. This finding also represents supporting evidence for the need of a 

refined definition, based on consensus. Analyses that were applied in Study 2 to determine an 

initial working definition (QCA) were also utilised in Study 3, for the attributes that 

educators listed as being relevant to psychological literacy. A revised definition of 

psychological literacy for the undergraduate degree was developed as a result. Consequently, 

this definition represents psychology educators’ view of psychological literacy as fit-for-

purpose. As such the definition addresses the research needs of both Study 1 and 2, in relation 

to a need for consensus over the concept.  
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Another major finding from interviews was the view that barriers exist for the 

implementation of psychological literacy in higher education curricula. Speaking to educators 

about the kinds of issues they expect would arise if applying the agreed graduate attribute list 

in their institution revealed a range of structural, cultural, and logistical challenges that would 

need to be overcome. Mapping these findings onto Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model 

offered a way of identifying areas in which more support, resources or education would be 

required for the concept to be a beneficial unifier in the way that McGovern et al. (2010) first 

imagined. 

Determining consensus between these stakeholder groups led to an evidence-based 

definition of psychological literacy. First, looking to the commonalities between the three 

stakeholder groups reveals that around a third of all students’ definitions of psychological 

literacy in Harris et al. (2021) included reference to applying their knowledge to the ‘real 

world’. This view aligns with educator perspective in Study 3. An important consideration 

with the student cohort is Harris et al.’s distinctions between knowledge and application as 

framed by Bloom et al.’s (1956) taxonomy. Harris et al.’s study references Bloom et al.’s 

taxonomy when analysing students’ definition of psychological literacy, with the view that 

‘knowing’ something is less cognitively demanding than having ‘do’ something with it. Thus, 

applying is a higher-order skill than merely retaining facts. This offers consensus when 

comparing against the kinds of attributes that form the collective educator conceptualisation 

of psychological literacy presented in Study 3. The view of psychological literacy, based on 

educator interviews, reflects a range of higher order ‘doing’ skills, as evidenced in Study 3. It 

is inherent within the higher order attribute that base knowledge is needed for any 

application, for example. Looking to Bloom et al.’s taxonomy to frame these views about 

psychological literacy, more complexity is needed than digesting facts, which occupies lower 

rungs of the taxonomy. Both educators and researcher groups expect psychological literacy to 
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include higher level cognitive processes, i.e., applying learning to solve problems. However, 

the barriers that educators spoke of (namely, large class sizes) present challenges to achieving 

psychological literacy in the curriculum.  

Addressing Student Needs by Embedding Psychological Literacy in the Undergraduate 

Psychology Degree 

A majority of educators from Study 3, as well as a minority of students from Harris et 

al. (2021) agreed that psychological knowledge should be applied. Students were focused 

more on knowledge acquisition, with an emphasis on developing a knowledge base being 

front of mind for around two thirds of students, in how they define psychological literacy 

(Harris et al., 2021). There are some possible reasons for a greater emphasis of knowledge 

acquisition as psychological literacy in the student group, as opposed to a greater emphasis 

on applying in the researcher and educator cohorts. The lack of majority in the student 

opinion for ‘application’ as important to psychological literacy could reflect the learning 

environment that they have been exposed to. 

There is also an indicator in students’ definitions from Harris et al. (2021) as 

referenced in Study 3 (and presented as Appendix 9) that educators are not meeting student 

expectations about practice-related skills. The acknowledgement of Schweinsberg et al. 

(2021) is that psychology undergraduate courses are knowledge-focused, whereas 

postgraduate is skills-focused. In Chapter 1, students’ need for a practical-based education 

was highlighted, with student satisfaction likely influenced by the perception that their 

course(s) adequately develop attributes that permit transition to employment (Lenton, 2015). 

The notion of broad applicability raised in Study 3 (Chapter 4) also has implications for the 

way that educators understand their role in preparing students for future employment (Scott, 

2016). Landrum et al. (2010) attempted to resolve the conflict between job preparation and 

broad education by suggesting that a foundational knowledge of psychological science 
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readies graduates for workforce preparation, with equal emphasis placed on “the skills 

developed as part of a liberal education in psychology” (p.150). The culmination of these two 

foci, according to Landrum et al., and Landrum and Harrold (2003) reflect the attributes 

listed in the revised definition proposed in the paper.  

Students’ views about psychological literacy as knowledge acquisition increase 

speculations about the current ability for their education to prepare them for future roles, 

whilst students themselves talk more about ‘knowing’ than ‘doing’ in their education (Harris 

et al., 2021). So, can we use this definition in a way that encourages students to think like a 

psychologist (Hulme et al., 2015), but apply their knowledge and skills in contextually 

appropriate ways? The avenue for application may include research, but also (as the revised 

definition suggests) extend this zone of application into personal lives by helping students 

navigate social spheres. The current accreditation standards for psychology education in 

Australia suggest that the application of learning should happen in the community (APAC, 

2019).  

Applying knowledge in the solving of problems is not just the purview of the 

‘psychologist’, but of the psychological scientist that investigates the basis of behaviour. 

Dunn et al. (2011) state that “promoting psychological literacy entails re-orientating what and 

how we teach students in a way that emphasises psychology’s relevance” (p.16). Dunn et 

al.’s quote aligns with a well-known concept in education, that students learn what is assessed 

(Kitching & Hulme, 2013; Norton & Crowley, 1995). An area for future research is why the 

majority of students do not believe that application is part of psychological literacy at the 

undergraduate level. Do students’ believe that application comes later, as in the traditional 

model of postgraduate attribute development towards practice? As such, we need to shift 

students’ focus to attribute development throughout the undergraduate degree. This will be a 

significant shift, as graduate attribute development has traditionally been seen as either 
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‘invisible’ or ‘aspirational’ (Kember et al., 2017; Oliver & Jorre de St Jorre, 2018). It is 

critical to transition psychological literacy to the forefront of the formal curriculum, rather 

than being something we hope to achieve as part of the hidden curriculum (Kensington-

Miller et al., 2018). 

The concept of the hidden curriculum is relevant in the discussion around the types of 

learning a psychology education is promoting, as well as the development of professional 

understanding. It is important to discuss how psychological literacy can address the hidden 

curriculum, especially as students seem to be seeking additional learning in their desire for 

practical learning. The hidden curriculum can be understood through two lenses: (1) the 

hidden curriculum of university norms (Doja et al., 2016), and (2) socialising students in 

what is valued in the discipline (Martimianakis & Hafferty, 2016). The first lens includes an 

understanding of university structures and terminology that is not formally taught. An 

example of this is the specific language and assessment processes that are presented in the 

syllabus as taken-for-granted by those that already ‘belong’ (Hariharan, 2019). This is an 

early hurdle that students must overcome to gain their qualifications. The second aspect 

affects students’ ability to transition out of formal education.  

For students to transition in (or out) of university requires a process of enculturating 

students into what is really ‘valued’ in a discipline (Martimianakis & Hafferty, 2016). 

Making what is ‘valued’ in the discipline visible is achieved through tacit knowledge about 

psychology: replacing the explicit curriculum with a new foundation for student learning. 

Students receive messages about what the true curriculum of psychology is from interactions 

with educators, as their teachers act as a representation of the “espoused ideal” 

(Martimianakis et al., 2015, p. S8), or role model of the discipline in action. This is relevant 

for developing psychological literacy, as students’ then need to see examples of this from 

their teachers (Mair et al., 2013). It is important for educators to model being psychologically 
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literate with their students (McGovern, 2011). Educators that model being psychologically 

literate, i.e., demonstrating how they understand psychological phenomena and solve 

problems through an evidence-based approach, is an important mechanism for students’ 

developing their own psychological literacy (Cranney, 2013). This is because the hidden 

curriculum is concerned with how curriculum happens in action, rather than what is written in 

the syllabus (Martimianakis et al., 2015). 

An associated idea is that of professional understanding, which asks students to then 

put psychological literacy in action, as part of their identity. This aspect requires us to 

consider psychological literacy as not just a competency-based attribute list to develop and 

‘tick off’ (which was listed as a concern of educators in Study 3, Chapter 4). Instead, 

acknowledging psychological literacy as a mechanism for addressing both the hidden 

curriculum and professional understanding in psychology; moving from ‘doing’ 

psychologically literate actions, to ‘being’ (Cruess et al., 2016) a psychologically literate 

person in different contexts. Research into professional identities suggests that developing 

professional or ‘practice-related’ skills is “an adaptive, developmental process that happens 

simultaneously at two levels: (1) at the level of the individual, which involves the 

psychological development of the person and (2) at the collective level, which involves a 

socialization of the person into appropriate roles and forms of participation” (Jarvis-Selinger 

et al., 2012, pp. 1185-1186). How this can be achieved in psychology requires us to look at 

the desired outcome: psychological literacy. Separate to any kind of role (e.g., 

“psychologist”), an identity must be based on their ability to both ‘do’ and ‘be’ 

psychologically literate. Psychological literacy attributes integrated into psychology 

graduates’ identities subsequently offer the coherent professional identity that they need to 

transition into professional work (Jarvis-Selinger et al., 2012).  
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Outlining the Impact of this Research by Evaluating Findings against Research Needs 

A revised definition of psychological literacy for the undergraduate psychology 

degree needs to be fit-for-purpose for use by stakeholders. Key stakeholders include 

psychology educators, students studying psychology, accreditation bodies that evaluate 

psychology programs, employers of psychology graduates, and consumers/recipients of 

psychological services in the community. This section will evaluate two elements of success 

in relation to the definition’s status as ‘fit for purpose’. Firstly, whether the revised definition 

presented in this thesis addresses the needs and specific issues of the stakeholder population 

as outlined in Chapter 1 of this thesis. Secondly, whether this definition allows for positive 

impact on, or progression by the stakeholder group. 

Study 3 (Chapter 4) presented some broad categories of barriers that educators 

suggested would prevent psychological literacy from being implemented in their institutions. 

These included the sporadic nature of skill development, where a whole-of-program approach 

was lacking for the development of skills. Educators in Study 3 discussed whether 

foundational skill development experiences existed, and what opportunities were created for 

improvement. Educators also identified issues with scalability in opportunities for 

experiential learning and to practice skill development. In addition, educators noted that there 

were differences in the expectations of their role as either transmitter of content, or facilitator 

of skill development. Finally, educators identified that not all students commence higher 

educator with what is needed for them to succeed in academic study. In relation to ‘where’ 

students develop the attributes they need to be successful in higher education, educators were 

unsure as to whether students were expected to commence their psychology education with 

pre-developed attributes. If they are not required to develop attributes as part of the formal 

curriculum, there is need to decide the mechanism of remediation offered for students. 
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Evidence-based solutions to these will be offered, in consideration of the revised definition of 

psychological literacy presented in Study 3 (Chapter 4). 

Firstly, the university sector focuses its efforts on vocational preparedness. This is a 

result of the kinds of funding issues presented in earlier in this Thesis, i.e., that additional 

funding avenues in Australia and the UK are tied to the view that certain higher education 

programs assist national employment priorities (see Chapter 1). So, the value of a degree (in 

the eyes of the funders) is in its vocational preparation. This has been a long-term issue for 

psychology (as documented in Chapter 1) with a general downgrading of a psychology 

education in terms of value to future employability by being broad in nature, rather than to a 

proscribed career destination. One influencing factor is the enduring myth of the ‘scientist-

practitioner’ model (Bulsara et al., 2022; O’Gorman, 1993), which assumes that all students 

should be following a linear trajectory from undergraduate to a practitioner that also conducts 

research (Blair, 2010). An evidence-based, unified definition of psychological literacy offers 

a possible solution to this problem.  

The revised definition presented in Study 3 (Chapter 4) allows for greater 

understanding of the value of a psychology degree. The use of the concept can assist the 

issues identified by educators in this area, namely, the need for employment relevant skill 

development (Scott, 2016), with a mechanism to track the progress of this development. The 

development of a revised definition of psychological literacy that is developed out of a 

systematic assessment stakeholders’ view of what is ‘fit-for-purpose’ means that we can have 

a degree of confidence in the findings. Developing psychological literacy (as redefined) may 

help to achieve a psychology education that is relevant to future students’ professional lives. 

The issue of preparation for employment is important issue as previous studies have 

identified that students come to higher education seeking vocational outcomes (as discussed 

in Chapter 1). The need for vocational preparation is also supported by the findings of Study 
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3 (Chapter 4), with all educators interviewed agreeing that a higher education in psychology 

should prepare students for jobs.  

In Study 3 of this thesis, I propose a new definition of psychological literacy for use 

within the psychology undergraduate degree. As such, the next step is to identify approaches 

to embed this definition into the curriculum. A lens through which to consider solving issues, 

like developing psychological literacy in the curriculum, is possible through the adoption of 

the ‘scientist-educator’ role (McGovern et al., 2010). A scientist-educator must explore best-

practice models of teaching and learning, whilst reflecting on contextual constraints and 

opportunities for reform (Bernstein, 2011). In the next section of this thesis, I aim to outline 

best-practice approaches to teaching and learning in higher education, demonstrating how 

they can be applied to achieve psychological literacy in the undergraduate degree. I also 

reflect on the perceived barriers to embedding psychological literacy in the degree to identify 

areas of improvement, and the resources available to overcome these barriers. 

Embedding Psychological Literacy through Backwards Design 

An approach that continues to be considered ‘best practice’ in higher education is the 

concept of ‘backwards design’ (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998), also known as the ‘flipped 

curriculum’ or ‘constructive alignment’ (Scott, 2016). Further discussion about what this may 

look like is provided in Bernstein (2010, 2011). It is a student-centred approach that considers 

what goals we want for our students at the end of a learning experience (Scott, 2016). 

Backwards design, as the name suggests, requires a careful consideration of the end goal: 

what would be want the result of a psychology education to look like? The process of 

backwards designing a learning experience generally follows the process outlined in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4  

Stages of Backward Design from Bowen (2017) 

 

The backwards design approach (outlined in Figure 4) aligns well with the concept of 

psychological literacy, and it offers a mechanism for addressing the first two issues raised by 

educators. Tracy (2010) suggests that “guidelines and best practices regularly serve as helpful 

pedagogical launching pads across a variety of interpretive arts” (p. 838). As such, 

psychological literacy offers guidance through an outcomes-based approach: the revised 

definition outlines what a psychological literate individual can ‘do’ because of a formal 

education in the field. Backwards design of the psychology curriculum using the revised 

definition of psychological literacy can achieve the need for employment-relevant 

preparation, as identified by educators. For example, in the revised definition (presented in 

Study 3, Chapter 4), a psychologically literate graduate should show competency in “2) using 

scientific methodology and principles to investigate real-world issues across a range of 

contexts, both personal and professional, drawing upon an understanding of human behaviour 

and thinking processes” (p. 172). This is a simplification of the ‘desired results’ that Wiggins 

and McTighe (1998) discuss in relation to backwards design, by considering the outcomes of 
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learning in programmatic terms. For psychological literacy to be designed into the 

curriculum, desired outcomes which inform the design would reference the revised definition 

presented in this Chapter (Chapter 5) and represent the goals that should be achieved by the 

end of the program of study. As higher education breaks up the program into units, (also 

known as ‘subjects’ or ‘courses’), there are specific desired results that are drawn from the 

overarching program goals, but specific for the course. These are viewed as course learning 

outcomes, or subject learning outcomes (Barrie et al., 2014).  

Transferring psychological literacy attributes into course learning outcomes is a topic 

that has had some coverage in the literature. Resources that discuss this translation process 

can be found in Chapter 11 of Cranney and Dunn (2011) and the APA guidelines (2013). 

Translating psychological literacy into student learning outcomes requires consideration of 

areas that have traditionally received less space in the learning environment. Homa et al. 

(2013) reviewed learning outcomes for introductory psychology in the US and defined some 

key categories for these learning outcomes. The categories that aligned best with 

psychological literacy were research methods, application, critical thinking, and 

communication skills. Homa et al. determined that there was an underrepresentation of time 

dedicated to developing research methodology in first-year undergraduate psychology 

courses. Although the US is just one of the case countries discussed in this thesis (and was an 

evaluation of foundational units), these findings have implications for embedding 

psychological literacy in learning outcomes. Specifically in relation to Attribute 2, which asks 

students to apply scientific methodology and principles to investigate real-world issues across 

a range of contexts. It is recommended that the revised definition of psychological literacy be 

utilised as the basis for program-wide learning outcomes. These attributes should be mapped 

onto subject (or ‘course’) learning outcomes. Considering areas shown to be receiving less 
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time allocation (as identified by Homa et al., 2013) would ensure that appropriate time is 

spent on developing psychological literacy attributes over the entire degree. 

Once identifying the ‘desired result’ (Bowen, 2017), the next step in backwards 

design is a consideration of assessment. This requires a consideration of the types of learning 

data we can collect from students to build a body of evidence that they are able to 

demonstrate the desired results. The body of evidence can be understood as “a diversity of 

assessment methods [that] is encouraged to ensure that the course enables students to develop 

and demonstrate a full range of knowledge and skills… [and develop] critical thinking skills” 

(QAA, 2019, p. 8). Within psychology undergraduate education, suggested methods to assess 

psychological literacy are being developed.  

Backwards Designing Assessment for Integrating Psychological Literacy 

Assessments in psychology need to closely reflect the desired outcomes (Chew et al., 

2018). Researchers such as McGovern et al. (2010) and accreditation bodies such as the BPS 

argue the case for psychological literacy to act as this outcome. The use of authentic 

assessments in the context of achieving psychological literacy was promoted by McGovern et 

al., (2010). The disdain for assessment types that are inauthentic for professional practice 

were highlighted by psychology educator interviews in Study 3 (Chapter 4). Their view was 

that long essays and exams were not reflective of the kinds of roles that they believed their 

students wanted to fulfil after graduation, or what employers are seeking as a skill base. 

Pownall et al. (2021) outline alternate assessment options that they consider to be 

more ‘authentic’, such as a scientific blog. Cranney et al. (2013) take a similar approach 

using a letter format. Like the letter format, is the idea of extended reflective writing as a tool 

for outlining how students’ learning relates to contexts outside of the classroom. (Mair et al. 

2013; Taylor & Hulme, 2015). For more examples, Halonen et al. (2003) discuss an approach 

to developing skills in writing research reports that is aligned with psychological literacy; and 
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case studies/practitioner dialogues in Villarroel et al. (2018). Morris et al.’s (2013) advocates 

that a move away from the kinds of assessments that are typically reified (e.g., essay) allows 

for the assessment of other attributes. Morris et al.’s perspective has implications for 

developing psychological literacy: it will be difficult to achieve psychological literacy for all 

students if we do not focus our assessments on the acquisition of it. Purely from a logical 

perspective, students put energy into what they know is going to be assessed (Lui & Andrade, 

2022). So, the assessed curriculum is typically the main curriculum for students, guiding what 

they view is essential to master.  

Lipp et al. (2007) argue that the forms of assessment that prioritise the memorisation 

of facts are limited in the kind of learning which can be assessed. The focus of assessment on 

memorising facts may be due to resource constraints but may not be appropriate for assessing 

deep learning and skill development (Biggs, 1996, 2012; Knight, 2002; Race, 2019). 

Although instructional design and delivery have been improving, the quality of assessment 

priorities has not, as “almost all psychology programs defer expectation of achievement of 

applied or practical skills to the postgraduate level” (Lipp et al., 2007, p. 63). Lipp et al. 

stated that this is the result of a lack of “explicit linking of assessment to graduate 

attributes… [and] the assessment of graduate attributes other than subject knowledge and 

research skills is largely absent [before year four]” (pp. 62-63). The lack of focus on the 

assessment of attributes is thought to play a role in dissatisfaction amongst employers of 

psychology graduates (Dunn et al., 2020). 

As I have introduced previously, the higher education psychology training follows the 

‘Boulder’, or scientist-practitioner model. The scientist-practitioner model heavily focuses on 

the ‘science’ aspects in undergraduate education, and the practitioner activities in 

postgraduate studies. As such, there have been challenges in achieving this ideal model in 

practice (Blair, 2010). It has been argued that training in ‘scientist’ and ‘practitioner’ are not 
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well integrated in higher education, or for trained practitioners (Blair, 2010; Bulsara et al., 

2022). 

Being able to demonstrate a students’ development of attributes is one aspect of 

assessment. The other function is arguably more contentious but essential for the barriers for 

implementing psychological literacy to be removed. Educators discussed the fear of taking 

risks that may result in poorer student evaluations. These evaluations are important for being 

able to secure ongoing employment in an increasingly casualised workforce. Also, student 

evaluations of their learning are routinely used as evidence in promotion applications. The 

result, according to Banyard (2010) is the mass use of assessments that are simple to 

administer, thus ‘teaching to the test’. Halonen et al., (2003) suggest the use of more 

traditional mass assessment modes like multiple choice questions and short answer question 

exams are strategic decisions to streamline the education process, but ultimately diminish the 

richness of learning in the process. This view is supported through graduate employer 

surveys, suggesting that “multiple choice tests specifically are seen as ineffective” at being 

able to demonstrate that graduates possess essential workplace skills (Hart et al., 2008, p.1). 

Herrington and Herrington (2007) advocate instead for a repurposing of resources into more 

authentic learning experiences, including assessments. These initiatives would also suit the 

promotion of psychological literacy in curricula (Dunn et al., 2011).  

Best-practice assessment of students in higher education is the result of careful design 

(Brewer, 2006; Halonen et al., 2003; McGovern et al., 1991). Lipp et al. (2007) argue that 

greater funding for psychology education should be provided not based on enrolment, but 

offering funding based on the complexity of assessment models that (a) aim to authentically 

demonstrate and assess attributes, and (b) support learning experiences. This change in 

funding would see psychological literacy become central to the curriculum via backwards 

design, and offers a way through resource constraints in the current model. In addition, the 
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changes to the funding model would directly address several barriers to the implementation 

of psychological literacy in higher education, as identified by the educators interviewed in 

Study 3 (Chapter 4).  

If there is a need for the demonstration of application as part of being psychologically 

literate, then assessments need to reflect this. To be able to prepare students to achieve 

assessment goals, the process needs to be scaffolded through the learning experience 

(Karantzsas, 2014). As such, Hulme et al. (2015) highlight that psychological literacy is 

developed through a constructively aligned curriculum. In this example, we need to consider 

what assessment opportunities (both formative and summative) allow students to demonstrate 

whether they can use investigate a real-world human behavioural issue by applying scientific 

methodology. Sternberg (2004) advances that assessments should be designed to require 

students to apply what they know, in various ways, rather than just discussing their learning. 

As a result, confidence in applying outside of the course is increased (Sternberg, 2004).  

Beyond Aligned Assessments: Authentic Learning Experiences and Assessments 

of Psychological Literacy. Bloom et al.’s (1956) taxonomy provides a lens to consider the 

way in which we define learning tasks, and the associated evidence that is offered as a result. 

Traditional assessments in higher education, such as multiple-choice questions and 

examinations, offer some insights into whether students understand or recognise ideas and 

concepts. Considering psychological literacy, traditional assessments may refer to students’ 

ability to explain the fundamental principles of the scientific method or specific types of 

methodology. Although, these forms of assessment are unlikely to offer sufficient evidence to 

determine whether a student can use the scientific method (Bloom’s level: applying; Bloom 

et al., 1956), or can test and then examine findings (Bloom’s level: analysing) in relation a 

real-world phenomenon. Some carefully constructed multiple-choice questions may allow the 

opportunity to demonstrate aspects of higher-order levels of the taxonomy (analysing, for 
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example), but the authenticity of the assessment design may not capture enough evidence of 

this (Scott, 2016). However, these modes could be useful for formative, or practice, 

assessments throughout the learning experience.  

I have raised another aspect which is relevant for assessment design: authenticity. 

Wiggins’ (1990) foundational concept of an ‘authentic assessment’, posits that we need direct 

evidence of educational goals being met, rather than indirect, or proxy data. More contrived 

assessment formats tend to target lower rungs of Bloom’s taxonomy (Anderson & Krathwohl, 

2001), but authentic measures can encourage and measure deeper learning goals (Villarroel et 

al., 2020), such as psychological literacy.  

Building a Case for Psychology Attribute Development from Multiple 

Assessments. One method for achieving authenticity in assessment is using multiple 

measures (Halpern, 2004; Scott, 2016). This is akin to triangulating data in research and 

offers more evidence for skill development through assessment. Bosack et al. (2004) believe 

that authentic assessments of skills should be tracked over time, instead of just viewing 

student progress in the number of courses completed. Wiggins (1990) argues that inferences 

made from proxy measures are not valid, as “too often our tests mislead students and teachers 

about the kinds of work that should be mastered. [In the case of multiple-choice assessments] 

…items are not real problems... What most defenders of traditional tests fail to see is that it is 

the form, not the content of the test that is harmful to learning” (p. 2). Instead, the form of 

assessment should mirror (as well as possible) the kinds of activities and contexts that 

students are likely to face post-graduation (Bosack et al., 2004; Stoloff et al., 2012).  

Halpern and Butler (2011) argue that there are serious implications of assessments 

that are not aligned to outcomes, stating that “few faculty members actually teach for transfer, 

yet it is transfer that is the reason for a formal education…The main job of college faculty is 

to teach in ways that make transfer across time, space, setting, and academic disciplines” 
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(p.28). Chew et al. (2018) support these views, identifying areas where psychology educators 

are ineffective in teaching practice. One of these is lack of focus for how information can be 

transferred to different contexts (i.e., beyond the education institution). This proposal asks 

psychology educators to reform their practice. Platania (2019) offers an avenue to achieve 

this: a revision of teaching philosophies “through the lens of science to improve 

psychological literacy” (p. 2). 

Using Psychological Literacy as a Tool for Framing Assessment Policy in the 

Teaching Philosophy. In the revision of professional teaching statements, psychological 

literacy can act as the framework from which to construct a more aligned philosophy that 

meets the needs of various stakeholders. Allowing students to practice and demonstrate the 

ability to purposefully investigate real-world psychological issues, allows them to make 

connections between what they are learning, and their future roles. The concept of 

psychological literacy has an inherent developmental focus. As such, it is a useful tool to 

frame the kinds of assessments in line with the future roles that our graduates will play in the 

community (Scott, 2016). A consideration of authentically designed assessments, with the 

end goal of psychological literacy in mind, can address the barriers in the Macrosystem as 

outlined by psychology educators (Study 3, Chapter 4). So, what might some authentic 

assessments look like, in relation to the development of psychological literacy? 

Authentic learning and assessment experiences can be provided through internships 

and/or placements. Students could develop their psychological literacy through research 

internships borne of partnerships with scholarly organisations. For example, the Laidlaw 

Foundation’s ‘Undergraduate Leadership and Research Programme’ (UK) connects 

undergraduate psychology students with funding, research project, mentor, and training. This 

programme occurs between formal teaching periods but supplements their research skill 

development (Laidlaw Foundation, n.d.). Roberts and Forman (2015) assert that placements 
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and/or internship experiences are particularly important for psychology students that (a) end 

up employed in a variety of areas, so require the opportunity to experience varied work 

settings, and (b) have received limited practical skill development in their undergraduate 

education.  

Work Integrated Learning Experiences for Developing and Demonstrating 

Psychological Literacy.  Authentic learning can also be achieved by work-integrated 

learning (WIL) assignments. WIL can take the form of work-adjacent, or curriculum-based 

experiences that mimic real-world situations or problems to solve (Hamilton et al., 2018; 

Hamilton & Dunn, 2017; Scott, 2016). Relevant examples that have utilised WIL in the 

development of psychological literacy are the case studies presented in Taylor and Hulme 

(2015), Reddy et al. (2013), Hamilton et al. (2018), or Kent and Skipper (2015; see 

introduction section of Study 3, Chapter 4 for summary).  

Taylor and Hulme (2015) present some possible WIL projects that also fit in with the 

scope of the revised definition of psychological literacy presented in Study 3 (Chapter 4). 

Two modules engaged students in WIL by presenting real problems to solve, which were 

provided by external partners. These partnerships were local charities, as well as the 

government health department. The WIL experiences required students to consider designing 

research to explore the presented problems, which aligns with attribute two of the revised 

definition (use scientific methodology and principles to investigate real-world issues across a 

range of contexts, both personal and professional, drawing upon an understanding of human 

behaviour and thinking processes). Students were also asked to communicate these solutions 

back to clients, which particularly aligns with attribute 3 of the revised definition 
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(communicate an understanding of psychological processes to others by offering concise, 

evidence-based solutions to real-world issues).  

Reddy et al. (2013) present a WIL experience for second-year students at Leeds 

Metropolitan University. This module partnered students with psychology professionals from 

forensic and occupational psychology professionals, to not just design the appropriate 

research to explore a real-world problem but were encouraged to also implement the solution. 

WIL projects from this module engaged students with problems from the UK’s National 

Health Service, government departments for pensions and work, and local police. Reddy et 

al. (2013) also discuss the use of panels that students can pitch community projects or social 

enterprises to, in a style akin to the TV show ‘Dragon’s Den’. External partners sit on the 

panel to provide feedback to students, to develop their ideas and skills. Another innovative 

WIL approach is to utilise students in their third year, as peer mentors for first-year 

psychology students (Hamilton et al., 2018). This initiative aligns with the first attribute of 

the revised definition of psychological literacy: critically analyse psychological phenomena, 

including findings drawn from a range of methodologies, as well as any biases or limitations 

that could have given rise to any conclusions. 

Alternatively, a ‘capstone’ or similar integrative end of program approach could be 

taken (Benjamin, 2010; Cranney & Dunn, 2011b; Dunn & McCarthy, 2010), which has been 

trialled as a mechanism to develop psychological literacy (Morris et al., 2013). Other similar 

integrative experiences have been utilised by Messer and Porter (2010), Serdikoff (2010), 

Beins and Wann (2010), Grayson (2010), and Hettich (2010).  

It is worth keeping in mind, however, that capstone courses inherently assume that 

students come to these courses ‘ready to apply’, i.e., they have practiced the required skill 

prior to the course, with the intent of applying them as culmination. Scenarios or ‘dilemma-

based’ assessments are alternative methods for demonstrating and applying acquired 
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knowledge (Halpern & Butler, 2011; Scott, 2016). Assessable scenarios based on applied 

psychological knowledge were raised by Halpern (2010). The Test of Psychological Literacy 

(TOPL-R) is being developed (Machin & Gasson, 2022, p. 4), which may offer a 

standardised assessment of psychological literacy using psychology-related scenarios. 

Notably, the issues with this technique are discussed in Study 1 (Chapter 2), namely that the 

validity of this kind of measure is unknown, as Murdoch (2016) agrees but suggestions to 

resolve such issues are offered in Study 2 (Chapter 3).  

There are other measures that have previously been developed for assessing skills and 

knowledge that may now be relevant for assessing psychological literacy, considering the 

revised definition. One example is such as critical thinking, with a recent measure developed 

for psychology students called the “Psychological Critical Thinking Examination” (Rushing 

& Van Allen, 2022, p. 1). Similarly, Veilleux and Chapman (2017) have developed a 

“Psychological Research Inventory of Concepts” (p. 212). A mapping of these measures to 

the revised definition of psychological literacy should be carried out, prior to claiming that 

any measures are an appropriate assessment of the concept. Also, an analysis of such 

measures against the methodological issues raised in Study 1, and any validity concerns 

outlined in Study 2 should be conducted. 

Backwards Design in Learning Experiences to Develop Psychological Literacy  

The final step in backwards design is the planning of experiential learning 

opportunities and mechanisms to facilitate this. In this way, educators move from transmitter 

of facts (traditional education design) to the facilitator of experiences and attribute 

development (backwards design). This whole process is informed by outcome goals (i.e., 

psychological literacy). The issue of programmatic planning of skill development 

opportunities is paramount and requires a whole-of-team commitment to this (McGovern et 

al., 2010; Scott, 2016). The unifying concept of psychological literacy not only provides 
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schools (or teaching teams) with a rationale for ‘why’ this should be so, it specifically offers 

the framework for them to utilise. If a lack of support for programmatic planning exists there 

are still likely to be individual educators that recognise the benefits of psychological literacy. 

However, there will still be the barrier of sporadic attribute development across courses; 

rather than a cohesive, sequential practice of skills.  

Swingler and Hendry (2020) suggest that graduate attributes need to be core to every 

learning experience. Halpern (2004) offers two mechanisms to monitor the development of 

such attributes in a ‘non-normative’ way: through interviews with students, or by asking 

students to gather evidence of, and reflect on, their own attribute development journey. An 

approach to gathering evidence is the standard assessment portfolio, which also assists in 

integrating the curriculum based on program objectives (Kalet, et al. 2007). The reflective 

portfolio is already used in higher education and could be adapted for the revised definition 

of psychological literacy presented in Study 3 (Chapter 4). The reflective portfolio is an 

established approach for students to assess their own self-development (usually in a formative 

capacity) but has also been used as a summative assessment tool (see case study 12 in Taylor 

& Hulme, 2015). Cranney et al. (2008) offers the suggestion of a graduate attribute portfolio, 

which takes a whole-of-program approach to monitoring learning across courses. Similar to 

this is the ‘personal development planning’ portfolio which is commonly used in 

undergraduate programs in the UK (QAA, 2009).  

Student Reflections on Psychological Literacy as Evidence of Development. 

Embedding student reflection on graduate attributes in the curriculum is achievable according 

to Swingler and Hendry. The reflection on skill development is advocated by other 

researchers in the field, as a mechanism to achieving psychological literacy (Kent & Skipper, 

2015; Mair et al. 2013). Swingler and Hendry argue that not only could this process benefit 

the development of psychological literacy, but it may also increase student self-efficacy. The 
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researchers utilised the University of Glasgow’s graduate attribute framework as a proxy for 

increasing other graduate attributes. Future research could adapt this study and instead use the 

revised definition of psychological literacy. The graduate attributes reflection task was based 

upon self-assessment (in relation to self-efficacy), although they asked students to reflect on 

attribute demonstration over their education (and from personal experiences), as well as 

reflecting upon the relevance of these attributes for job applications. A final aspect asked 

students to identify which attributes they feel need to be developed further, which is similar 

to the kinds of self-assessment tasks that were reviewed as part of Study 1 (Chapter 2). 

However, I caution against the sole use of subjective measures in the assessment of graduate 

attributes. The reflective activity utilised as part of Swingler and Hendry’s (2020) study 

offers the opportunity for students to provide evidence towards the development of attributes, 

in a similar way to the portfolios suggested previously (for example, Cranney et al., 2009). 

The extent to which students need assistance in reflecting on their studies, (i.e., 

accessing former course guides and learning experiences) is an issue for further examination. 

Similarly, it depends on the extent to which the program is mapped, or backwards designed 

with this goal in mind. One obstacle in reflecting on psychological literacy attributes is that 

self-reflection is not always seen by students as important in the skill development process 

(Fernsten & Fernsten, 2005). Offering a range of experiences to help develop graduate 

attributes is needed (QAA, 2019). Importantly, Swingler and Hendry (2020) found that 

students believed that graduate attribute-aligned experiences need to be explicitly learned and 

embedded through the curriculum, a finding also promoted by Bond et al. (2017). 

The idea of experiential learning does align well with authentic assessments, as it 

makes students actively engage with the ‘thinking’ and ‘doing’ of the discipline (Scott, 

2016). The idea of ‘giving psychology away’ and how psychological literacy can achieve this 

was shared by Hulme, in her keynote address at ESPLAT (2019). If psychology is ‘given 
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away’, psychological literacy should benefit many areas of life, such as personal and 

professional domains (Cranney et al., 2008). Firstly, offering students the opportunity to 

communicate what they know to a range of audiences is recommended by Hulme et al. 

(2015). Halpern (2004) advocates for ‘performance-based’ learning approaches that require 

students present their learning in a demonstrative way. Approaches to demonstrating 

psychological literacy using a performance-based approach, such as discussing, reporting 

back, debating, or engaging in project work can be seen in Turner and Davila-Ross (2015) 

and Taylor (2019). 

Beyond assessments, Nicol (2010) indicates the positive value of experiential learning 

experiences within the designing of curricula, that are aligned with assessments and learning 

outcomes. Nicol suggests that psychological literacy can help address this need, by providing 

a unified graduate attribute list to guide attribute-aligned learning and assessment 

experiences. The revised definition of psychological literacy can act as this guide. 

Active Learning Experiences to Develop Psychological Literacy. There is an 

important element of the educator role identified here, which recalls the barrier identified by 

psychology educators in Study 3 (Chapter 4): that successful achievement of psychologically 

literate graduates is the result of best-practice education design. Inherent in this design is the 

concept of educator as facilitator. Andragogical research suggests that the main difference 

between these roles is the extent to which the learning is made active or passive. In a 

traditional education space, the ‘teacher’ identifies the kinds of facts that are worth attending 

to, and digesting. This is often a passive learning process. The student is not responsible for 

identifying or critiquing the validity or credibility of information, nor are they responsible for 
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finding ways to connect it to what they already know. In contrast, an active learning 

environment is achieved in situations where the learner is experientially involved.  

Bonwell and Eison (1991) state that active learning experiences involve students 

reading, writing, discussing and “engaged in solving problems. Most important, to be actively 

involved, students must engage in such higher-order thinking tasks as analysis, synthesis, and 

evaluation.” (p.1). There are commonalities between the use of active learning strategies and 

psychological literacy (as redefined in Study 3, Chapter 4). Active learning is enabled 

through tasks that engage students in analysing and synthesising information to solve a 

problem. This process of actively constructing solutions to problems neatly aligns with the 

revised definition of psychological literacy. In the revised definition, students must first 

analyse problems relevant to psychology (Attribute 1), research the issue by drawing upon 

evidence and integrate findings into a conclusion (Attribute 2), and then present a solution 

(Attribute 3).  

As such, if educators wish for their students to develop psychological literacy, then 

any student task should be designed with active learning in mind. The aforementioned 

synergies between an active model of learning, and the development of psychological literacy 

attributes represent the goal (psychological literacy) and the andragogical strategy to achieve 

it (active learning). This perspective is also supported by quality assurance bodies like the 

QAA. The QAA (2019) psychology benchmark statement affirms that “throughout 

psychology courses, emphasis is given to active learning [in the] acquisition of both generic 

and subject specific skills and abilities” (p.8). Thus, one method for developing psychological 

literacy is in the application of active learning strategies in the learning environment. 

Like the perceived barriers to implementing psychological literacy in higher 

education, encouraging educators to recognise the need for active learning faced similar 

obstacles (Bonwell & Eison). Bonwell and Eison outline perceived barriers to embedding 
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active learning in higher education including an education system geared towards didactical 

instruction, perceptions about the role of the educator in the development of students’ skills, a 

lack of incentives for faculties to adopt the approach, and barriers associated with a lack of 

knowledge and resources.  

I note the similarity with ‘active learning’ in 1991 (Bonwell & Eison, 1991), 

compared to the proposition of embedding psychological literacy in curricula. Work is still 

being done to overcome the perceived barriers, although teacher education promotes active 

learning as best-practice (Børte et al., 2020; White et al., 2016). Many (if not all) of these 

barriers have since been addressed, particularly in relation to educators’ perceptions that 

students would not appreciate or engage in active learning, and that educators would be 

ostracised by applying this principle (Lumpkin et al., 2015). Instead, organisations such as 

AdvanceHE award fellowship to educators, based on their ability to embed such principles 

into their teaching (Cox, 2014). Similarly, the perceived barriers to implementing 

psychological literacy may come to be only ‘perceptions’ and any genuine barriers can be 

overcome through innovative design (White et al., 2016). Many universities invest in learning 

designers that co-create student-centred learning experiences (Tangney, 2014), so this 

approach to higher education has been supported by institutions. 

Overcoming Barriers to Implementing Psychological Literacy: Drivers of Innovation 

and Reform  

Research has investigated the drivers of innovation within the higher education 

psychology environment. Research published in 2007 by The Carrick Institute for Learning 

and Teaching in Higher Education (Lipp et al., 2007) stated that the keys to driving change in 

a higher education psychology setting were the individual educators, school governance (such 

as teaching and learning committees) as well as inputs from students. Since 2007, it is worth 

noting that Australian institutions have seen an increase in governmental directions that must 
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be adhered to (Cranney, Morris, Martin, et al., 2011; Cranney, Turnbull, et al., 2009; Roberts 

et al., 2015). Many of these changes are driven from the top levels of the university, down to 

the departments/faculties/schools to implement. These changes then require student-facing 

educators to adjust and accommodate these directives into their practice. As such, for any 

change to be successful, it requires the cooperation of all levels of the education hierarchy 

(Scott, 2016).  

Recent reviews into school leadership and management also advocate that 

‘distributive leadership’, i.e., change that is driven by leadership initiatives being shared 

across levels of a schooling system, leads to successful outcomes for organisations and 

students (Diamond & Spillane, 2016; Scott, 2016). These are issues that were also raised by 

educators in Study 3 (Chapter 4), with a lack of innovation from other educators, a lack of 

funding and resources allocated to implementing psychological literacy, as well as concerns 

for taking risks and receiving negative results from students seen as barriers to 

implementation.  

As a result of these commonalities, it is worth looking to the same literature to see 

how this educational reform was achieved. Cranney and Dunn (2011a,b) call for a renewal of 

the curriculum to achieve the aim of psychological literacy, including a review of the ‘total’ 

curriculum (Kelly, 2009), which considers not only the planned curriculum but 

extracurricular activities, influences from teacher, education provider, or student priorities. 

These higher education extracurricular considerations have traditionally been referred to as 

the hidden curriculum (Hafferty, & Franks, 1994). Cranney and Dunn (2011a, b) also argue 

that strategic initiatives are required to achieve a change in curriculum aims. I argue that this 

can be achieved by looking to the newly revised definition of psychological literacy in this 

Chapter to frame the aims through an evidence-based approach. The need for a common 
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framework (in this case, psychological literacy) to guide a whole-of-curriculum alignment 

follows recommendations published in Scott (2016). 

Addressing Educators’ Perceived Barriers to Implementing Psychological Literacy through 

Top-Down and Bottom-Up Approaches 

Educators in Study 3 perceived a lack of resources as a barrier to implementing 

psychological literacy in their curricula. Rather, there appears to be a need to direct educators 

to resources that are being developed for Psychological Literacy. Faculty support is required 

to help translate the concept into practice and may take the form of providing institution-

specific examples. One can look to previous work in this sphere as a starting point (see 

Taylor & Hulme, 2015). The compendium of case studies presented by Taylor and Hulme 

(2015) represents a limited offering of resources to achieve psychological literacy within the 

curriculum, including specific activities and assessment practices. Taylor (2019) also 

recommends “further development is needed among educators, to design activities that can be 

used to develop psychological literacy across disciplines” (p. 2).  

Similarly, Educators expressed concern with a lack of support for dealing with 

scalability concern and translating aligned, authentic, and active learning to larger cohorts. 

APAC (2019) addresses one of the barriers identified by educators in Study 3 (Chapter 4): 

that large class sizes are a barrier to implementing psychological literacy. APAC suggests 

that a large class setting can achieve the development of attributes by employing smaller 

group learning experiences within that delivery space. Psychological literacy-aligned learning 

experiences need to be developed and made available to educators, based on this revised 

definition.  

Another major barrier that was identified by educators in Study 3 (Chapter 4) was that 

of a lack of pedagogical knowledge by educators, leading to a perceived resistance to 

innovate. Like the barrier identified in Study 3 (lack of desire for innovation), Lipp et al. 
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(2007) discovered that a factor which constrained curriculum development expertise and a 

lack of examples provided to help in the reform. As such, this also reflects the comments 

made by educators in Study 3, regarding a lack of pedagogical (aka andragogical) expertise. 

The resistance to change may need to be overcome through various means, including a 

discussion of the benefits of the proposed innovation, attending to concerns or disengaged 

staff. This discussion may take a form similar to the ‘why bother?’ case presentation offered 

by Scott (2016), who argues that hesitant or disengaged staff may be motivated by showing 

“how the capabilities being developed are directly relevant to successful early career 

performance [of graduates]” (p. 31). This means that dedicated and developmental support 

will be necessary to the successful inclusion of psychological literacy in undergraduate 

psychology curricula. Ongoing support is required for reform to be successful. Scott (2016) 

also advocates for a model of change management that utilises a pilot project, which can 

inform and inspire the remaining team, scaling up once confidence in the new approach has 

been reached.  

As has been identified by the reference to Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model throughout 

this thesis, influences come from a range of top-down and bottom-up contexts. Bottom-up 

initiatives are the kind of andragogic support initiatives that have been published, such as 

Taylor and Hulme’s (2018) compendium of psychological literacy curriculum examples. One 

major way that psychological literacy can be successfully implemented into higher education 

is through targeted policy (Cranney, Botwood & Morris, 2012). This is an example of a top-

down approach. Cerych and Sabatie (1992) state that the most effective policy for education 

reform comes in administrative action plans. In fact, a lack of leadership in curriculum reform 

has been cited by psychology educators as a major constraint to innovation (Lipp et al., 2007; 

Scott, 2016). These plans would enshrine psychological literacy as the formal goal of a 

psychology education and would outline specific avenues to support this goal.  
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Burton and McDonald (2011) state that “the concept of psychological literacy is 

dynamic, and so the challenge for all educators is to keep abreast of the conceptual changes 

as new research emerges” (p. 98). As such, initiatives are needed to encourage educators to 

engage in new developments as psychological literacy grows, and it is (hopefully) embedded 

into curricula. These would likely take the form of opportunities for merit (such as awards), 

stipulation of additional funding, resources and supports for inclusion as well as review 

opportunities, which would need school or faculty level leadership (Lipp et al., 2007; Scott, 

2016). 

Constraints on funding to embed psychological literacy in the curriculum appeared 

salient for educators interviewed as part of the third study in this thesis, with a general 

perception that funding should be increased for curriculum initiatives that support student 

learning. In the Lipp et al. (2007) report, educators described that funding “tend[s] to get 

directed away from the undergraduate program” (p. 21). This suggests that educators require 

assistance in making a compelling enough case for a bigger piece of the funding pie, which I 

hope can be achieved by promoting the revised, international definition of psychological 

literacy.  

Funding for staff and resource development were also listed as extremely important 

for curriculum reform in psychology education by the Carrick Institute report (Lipp et al., 

2007), and these issues should be considered as part of the funding allocation needs to 

advance psychological literacy in the curriculum. For example, the amount of lead time 

provided to enact any development was listed by psychology educators in the Carrick 

Institute report as an extremely important factor for successful reform (Lipp et al., 2007). 

Individual schools or teaching teams may have additional constraints in relation to staffing 

and funding, and that this summary does oversimplify the resolution of (likely) ongoing 

issues or discussions about resourcing or funding within psychology faculties. 
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The revised definition of psychological literacy may counter previous misconceptions 

held by external funding bodies. As discussed in Chapter 1, misunderstandings about 

psychology not belonging to the ‘sciences’ has made researchers ineligible for accessing 

STEM funding opportunities (Cranney & Morris, 2021; Price, 2010). The revised definition 

of psychological literacy places the scientific method as central to what it means to be a 

‘psychologically literate’ graduate. Evidence of this can be found in attribute two of the new 

definition: use scientific methodology and principles to investigate real-world issues across a 

range of contexts, both personal and professional, drawing upon an understanding of human 

behaviour and thinking processes. Promoting this new, international definition when seeking 

inclusion in more STEM funding schemes may open up eligibility criteria and afford 

psychology researchers the same opportunities as other so-called ‘hard’ sciences. Similarly, 

an increase in conversations about psychological research has the potential to increase an 

understanding among government and grant bodies (and appreciation) of methodologies 

utilised in the discipline (Tracy, 2010, p. 838).  

Psychological Literacy as the Basis of Undergraduate Program Reform 

An increase in resources can be argued for within the stipulation of new supporting 

policy, as recommended by Cerych and Sabatie (1992). However, the revised definition of 

psychological literacy offers an additional benefit resolving the barrier of large class-sizes, or 

scalability. As this definition can be internationally applied, it opens avenues for increased 

collaboration between psychology educators. A unified concept can be transported between 

countries, thus reducing the amount of support required within individual schools (or 

teaching teams) to develop learning experiences. It is expected that an increased 

understanding for what psychological literacy ‘is’, will increase the amount of research 

developed in this area. This reflects the trajectory of active learning in 1991, with Bonwell 

and Eison (1991) stating that in the initial stages introducing the concept to higher education 
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there were minimal empirical investigations for implementation in the classroom. The current 

state of the literature reflects that psychological literacy is still in the early stage of 

implementation. Future research will continue to examine specific strategies for developing 

and measuring psychological literacy among student populations. Importantly, the revised 

definition has sought to resolve the main issue of the construct validity of the concept, by 

providing an evidence-based definition of the concept which can drive measurement studies. 

The additional research needs as identified in Study 2 (Chapter 3) can then be addressed.  

This kind of reform is only successful if it is borne of a program-wide directive 

(McGovern et al., 2010); based on implementable policy, not just the in-classroom 

experience. This is an important mechanism to address the perceived barriers of 

psychological literacy as outlined by educators. Educators were concerned that attribute 

development was only taking place sporadically, and that a whole-of-program approach was 

the only way for this concept to solve this problem. According to Trapp and Akhurst (2011), 

“with modularisation of courses there comes the danger of over-specialisation and 

fragmentation of programs” (p. 201). Stoloff et al. (2004) also notes the need for students to 

cover knowledge and skills across multiple courses, providing a more “coherent, 

interdependent, integrated program of study” (p. 31). Failing this, students are not successful 

in applying their learning to novel issues encountered after graduation (Stoloff et al., 2012).  

Future Directions and Limitations for Psychological Literacy in the Undergraduate 

Curriculum 

Schweinsberg et al. (2021) discuss that psychology programs need to be revised with 

students’ workforce skills being evidenced through purpose-built assessments that emphasise 

demonstration of skill. Employers also want to see authentic assessments, to be able to judge 

a graduate’s skill level more appropriately (Hart et al., 2008; Barrie et al., 2014). These skills 

also need to be highlighted to students. I concur with the Schweinsberg et al.’s suggestion 
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that curriculum mapping is the mechanism to embed psychological literacy in the curriculum. 

Whilst Schweinsberg et al.’s particular interest is employability, there is overlap with this 

concept, and psychological literacy (as noted in Study 1 and 2). As such, it is relevant that the 

curriculum mapping of skills can meet the needs of employers, as well as students’ lives more 

broadly (which is understood as psychological literacy). Indeed, it is possible to adapt 

Schweinsberg et al.’s course mapping table to psychological literacy attributes, which is an 

area of future research. An identified issue of fragmentation within the field (i.e., increased 

specialisation in psychology) is a related issue which can be explored in relation to 

psychological literacy. The concept has the potential to unify the field, not by topic or 

research method, but by a focus on the develop of discipline-specific graduate attributes. 

The development of policy in psychological literacy implementation can be seen 

through both top-down approach as I have discussed so far, such as policy mandates for 

psychological literacy inclusion. Alternatively, top-down initiatives to embed the concept 

may take the form of QAA benchmarking-type standards, which stipulate psychological 

literacy as the basis of a psychology education. It is particularly important that there is 

support from psychology accreditation and standards bodies, so that there is sufficient 

resourcing allocated to the reform within schools, i.e., that there is enough external pressure 

to ensure that programmatic changes occur.  

Having consistency between accreditation bodies in their conceptualisation of, and 

support for psychological literacy allows for consistency within the curriculum. Particularly 

for Australia and the UK, the standards are outcomes-based (Barrie et al., 2014). This new 

definition is aligned with an outcomes-based perspective. The US APA also has guidelines 

that have moved away from inputs (i.e., “cover this topic”) to outputs, which works well with 

graduate attributes in mind. Future directions could include the revised definition of 

psychological literacy for consideration for inclusion in the next iteration of standards and 
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guidelines for the respective regions. Further research is also needed to consider the skills of 

postgraduate psychology programs that offer pathways to registration as a psychologist, for 

example. An evaluation of accreditation bodies’ responses to any such submissions would be 

important, especially relevant for the BPS (as psychological literacy is already outlined as a 

goal for psychology education). A similar issue is the issue of the perception of psychology 

among regulatory, governmental, and funding bodies, as mentioned in Chapter 1. As such, a 

future direction for this work is to engage regulatory and accreditation bodies in the revised 

definition and determine the extent of support for this initiative through targeted focus 

groups, following suggestions in Scott (2016).  

A limitation of this research is a selection of countries as the focus of the evaluation 

of psychological literacy among educators. A focus group consultation could expand beyond 

the case countries presented and include perspectives of accreditation and regulatory bodies, 

such as the European Federation of Psychologists’ Associations (who set standards for the 

EuroPsy Certification system). A particular discussion into benchmarking practices with this 

definition in mind, is also an important consideration of future work. to be done in this area to 

determine the use of the new definition as a possible quality assurance marker: could this 

uniting concept help quality assurance by permitting increased comparison of psychology 

education between institutions and across countries? Using the definition of psychological 

literacy, it is possible to compare learning outcomes that can be standardised across 

institutions, and countries. This is only possible when psychological literacy is embedded 

within the undergraduate degree, so that comparisons can take place. The psychological 

literacy definition is providing the standard to determine the extent to which graduate 

attribute development is the product of a whole-of-program planning approach. This 

approach was recommended by the educators interviewed in Study 3 (Chapter 4). 
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In relation to the specific barrier of ‘fear of negative student feedback’, psychological 

literacy offers a unique benefit which may quell the fears held by educators. In the 

introduction to this thesis, I presented the idea of the student as consumer. As there has been 

much emphasis placed on the evaluations provided by both current students and graduates 

(Lakeman et al., 2021). It is important to appropriately focus any student evaluations against 

intended education outcomes, due to a history of students using arbitrary criteria to assess the 

benefit of a program of study. Some criteria for evaluation have been problematic, such as the 

physical appearance of educators (Lakeman et al., 2021; Riniolo et al., 2006).  

The concept of psychological literacy can be utilised to develop useful evaluations. 

These evaluations should ask students to assess their educational experiences in relation to 

how well the learning environment prepared them for the assessment of graduate attributes 

(Scott, 2016), and to what extent they had opportunities to develop their psychological 

literacy. This kind of useful feedback works well in the process of education reform, as it can 

be used as evidence in the same way that Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) 

action research is applied for continuous improvement in education. As Reddy et al. (2013) 

note, the challenge for educators in this process is to model psychological literacy in their 

practice as well as in the aims of their educational planning. Reddy et al. also suggest that 

facilitators must be reflective in their practice, which can look like scholarship or SoTL. As 

Baume (2020) purports: 

Literacies can help us to re-conceptualise disciplines in productive ways. Indeed, they can 

help us to recover disciplines to something like what they discipline means for the 

member, the practitioner, the advocate, the enthusiast, the lecturer. Perhaps something like 

a field of academic, disciplinary and/or professional practice. (p. 4)  

The framing for surveys provided by psychological literacy offers a more tangible 

evaluation focus that is also then comparable to other educators and institutions across 
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countries, based on the consensus demonstrated in this research. As a result of this research, I 

also recommend that graduate and student surveys consider personal development, rather 

than just employment outcomes. In addition, there are varied roles and limited experimental 

data in relation to graduate employment with a psychology degree. Better mechanisms are 

needed to track students, post-graduation: where are they applying their skills (and not just in 

paid employment)? This should form part of a review, as recommended by McGovern et al. 

(2010), Schweinsberg et al. (2021) and the Carrick Institute (Lipp et al., 2007), which should 

be conducted each decade. This will ensure that the conceptualisation of psychological 

literacy remains fit-for-purpose. So, there is a recognition of a limitation in the findings of 

this thesis in that the findings are time-limited. Psychological literacy may naturally evolve 

with changes to technology and structure of higher education, including entrance pathways 

(for example). Similarly, changes to qualification requirements from accreditation bodies are 

a factor in definition relevancy. It is expected that the revised definition has captured a core 

understanding of what psychology offers, which I hope will be enduring.  

Students that are not sure where they can apply their qualification (especially those 

graduating after a standard bachelor’s degree) will benefit from an increased awareness of the 

nature of the education they are receiving. Psychological literacy offers a shared language 

that connects student and educator goals. A focus on attribute development also demonstrates 

the new definition’s potential of what students ‘do’ with a psychology education that was 

previously heavily content-focused. It is anticipated that an increased used of this shared 

language will help align future student expectations about what you can ‘do’ (or thinking you 

will learn), back to focusing on the scientific method and evidence-based decision-making. 

As such, an area for future work is identifying the avenues where students form their 

opinion(s) about psychology education and encouraging psychology faculties to market 

psychological literacy there.  
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Increasing students’ familiarity with the concept also allows higher education to meet 

psychology students’ expectations about their learning. As I outlined in Chapter 1, many 

students are drawn to psychology by a desire to help people. However, the current state of 

psychology education does not meet these expectations, with a lack of consistency identified 

in skill development opportunities in psychology education (Elliot, 2020). As students 

express a desire for experiential and practical learning (Goedeke & Gibson, 2011), 

embedding psychological literacy is a targeted mechanism for achieving greater student 

satisfaction. If practice solving real problems can be scaffolded during university education, 

then students are both more equipped and more confident in applying their skills upon 

graduation (Scott, 2016).  

Kent and Skipper (2015) identified that students have difficulty identifying skill 

development in the current educational system. Reform based on the revised definition of 

psychological literacy is a tangible solution for this issue; this is also reflected in the way that 

students discussed what they believed ‘being psychologically literate’ was (Harris et al., 

2021). Most students (over two-thirds) in the supplementary study (Appendix 9) suggested 

that it was predominately about acquiring knowledge, rather than developing skills (Harris et 

al., 2021). Increasing awareness of a) the skills-based outcomes of students’ education, and b) 

outcomes that are portable (i.e., internationally recognised) may also increase student 

satisfaction and employability. It is important to stress the significance of such a change for 

students’ insights into their own educational outcomes. Halpern and Butler (2011) concur 

with this view, by saying that educators should be aiming to develop graduates that are able 

to “use the skills and content that they learn in school when they are making decisions about 

their family life, in their workplace, and in the exercise of responsible citizenship” (p. 28). 

Allowing students to have the ability to define and track the development of an agreed set of 

attributes provides the field with an opportunity to address the needs of most students that do 
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not go on to postgraduate study to become practitioners. These attributes can then be 

highlighted in relation to roles in related fields.  

As psychological literacy describes the output of a psychology education, it assists 

employability. Psychological literacy provides a common language to describe be kinds of 

roles that align with that output (graduate attributes). Students will then become more aware 

of the concept and can utilise the definition in communication with potential. A likely 

outcome of this is process is that industry will be better able to discern a graduate’s 

capability. Employer surveys show that authentic assessments aligned to learning goals that 

“demonstrate graduates’ ability to apply their college learning to complex, real-world 

challenges, as well as projects or tests that integrate problem-solving, writing, and analytical 

reasoning skills” were seen as very effective in a) being able to evaluate the potential of 

graduates, and b) ensuring graduates have the required skills for employment (Hart et al., 

2008, p. 4). Similarly, other employer surveys identified that critical thinking and analytic 

skills, understanding human interaction and data/information evaluation skills were key 

attributes desired by a range of employers (Charlton & Lymburner, 2011).  

Our revised definition aligns well with the kinds of skills that employers across a 

range of contexts wish to see developed in graduates, which bodes well for the kind of broad 

careers that psychology graduates enter. However, a focus on future research is the 

identification of employment roles that best align with this new definition of psychological 

literacy. Indeed, this is one of the limitations of this study. The employer perspective was 

explored in proxy through discussions with educators, some of which also held professional 

psychology roles outside of academia. A limitation of this was the limited research on the 

skills that employers of psychology students valued, which is typically “fragmented [and] 

difficult to access” (Halpern, 2004, p. 23). However, a targeted focus group with employers 
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from a range of settings (with this new definition) would assist in the education of students 

towards future careers, as suggested in McGovern et al. (2010) and Scott (2016).  

Bath et al. (2004) states that an awareness of attributes is essential for students, and I 

argue employers, to understand employment opportunities. The concept may make 

psychology graduates more employable, with an increased focus on applicability of learning. 

If the concept has been successfully embedded in assessments, then students are able to 

practice, reflect and develop attributes outlined in the new definition. An additional benefit 

that is available to students if institutions uniformly employ psychological literacy as a goal 

of psychology education is comparison between institutions. This idea is discussed in the next 

paragraph, but attention is brought to university comparability in this section as it impacts the 

employability of the graduate. If institutions can be better compared in relation to 

psychological literacy development, then it is easier to consider the value of the qualifications 

of the job candidate.  

On page 214, I introduced the similarities between the introduction of active learning 

in 1991 (Bonwell & Eison, 1991) to the issues of embedding psychological literacy in the 

curriculum. An additional barrier that was common to both was where responsibility rests in 

the development of skills needed for success in higher education. Namely, whether a level of 

skill development is required prior to university, or whether it is the responsibility of 

educators to facilitate this development. The concept of psychological literacy has the benefit 

of bringing skill development to the fore. The impact of this concept on the modes of 

assessment will allow student development in this area to be identified, tracked, and reflected 

upon by both educator and student. An increasing focus on tracking skills is the ability to 

identify areas of remediation, earlier in a students’ education. Strategies and information that 

educators can draw upon (particularly when they feel that a student requires remedial or 
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additional support) for the development of psychological literacy attributes need to be 

developed. 

Importantly, this new understanding of graduate attributes unites institutions in a 

common goal with agreed attributes. As a result, the measurement of success in this area can 

be better evaluated and compared. The ability to compare between institutions, as with any 

area of competition in a market, will act as a likely driver of innovation (Scott, 2016). It also 

allows universities an additional avenue to market themselves to potential students, with a 

marketable product that unites psychology higher education. This is supported by previous 

research that highlights the central role of graduate attributes as the ultimate outcome of a 

university education (Barrie, 2007; Barrie et al., 2014). 

Concluding Remarks 

Consensus for the concept of psychological literacy offers an avenue through the issue 

of public confusion and skepticism around psychology (as identified in Chapter 1). It 

provides a step towards an agreed understanding of psychology’s purpose in society, by 

outlining the goals of an education in the field. A focus on the scientific and evidence-based 

application of psychology, as specified in the proposed definition, helps to raise psychology’s 

profile. Fighting false beliefs about the field may also illuminate that psychology is more than 

just ‘practising psychologists’, but a varied discipline that seeks to understand a range of 

brain, mind, and behavioural phenomena. Future research could evaluate views of the 

community in relation to this new definition, especially in identifying any areas in which the 

definition may appear generic.  

The revision of the definition of psychological literacy presents various future 

research directions. The validation of this definition should occur by involving stakeholders 

from a range of countries, institutions, and with other populations (such as psychology 

students and psychology accreditation bodies). It is recommended that mixed methods 
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(including both qualitative and qualitative methodologies) could be employed in future 

studies to demonstrate the validity of the construct. These research efforts also address the 

recommendations listed in Study 2, in relation to developing construct validity for 

psychological literacy. 

The research presented in this thesis contributes to knowledge in many ways. Firstly, 

this research has highlighted that the concept of psychological literacy is one which required 

defining. The various ways that psychological literacy is conceptualised in the literature is 

problematic for achieving the goals that it aimed to meet, namely, unifying psychology by 

presenting a consistent list of attributes for use within the discipline. The main contribution of 

the research presented in this thesis is a revised definition of psychological literacy for the 

undergraduate degree. The revised definition presented in this thesis provides consensus and 

shared language for the concept. An evidence-based, shared conceptualisation of 

psychological literacy has many benefits to offer researchers and educators. For researchers, 

some of the threats to construct validity (as identified in Study 2, Chapter 3) can be mitigated 

by the application of one evidence-based definition, as opposed to the varied definitions 

presented in the literature.  

Educators also seek to benefit from a unified definition of psychological literacy. 

Educators interviewed in Study 3 (Chapter 4) noted their confusion over the attributes that 

were thought to constitute the concept and presented a range of definitions. By presenting this 

revised definition, psychological literacy can be uniformly understood and applied in 

program learning outcomes. Psychological literacy can act as a unifying, driving force which 

can underpin the undergraduate psychology program. Having a shared understanding of 

psychological literacy between educators can be a catalyst for the development of resources 

that can be broadly shared across the world, and between institutions. Increasing the 

understanding of psychological literacy among educators also aims to ensure that discipline-



PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 230 

 

relevant attributes is embedded with the program. Embedding attribute development has the 

potential to also increase confidence among educators to then discuss where these attributes 

are being developed with students. 

Increasing students’ exposure to this shared understanding of psychological literacy 

has many potential benefits. Some of the issues raised by students throughout this thesis 

included a lack of understanding that they are developing discipline-relevant skills in their 

degree (Chapter 1), and a lack of signposting where this skill development is occurring 

(Study 3, Chapter 4). By increasing the use of the term ‘psychological literacy’ and the 

attributes that it encompasses, allows students to better understand, reflect upon, and track 

their attribute development. It also provides students with a shared language that can be 

drawn upon in discussion with future employers. Engaging the wider public, such as future 

employers of psychology graduates, in a shared understanding of what it means to be 

‘psychologically literate’ has potential benefits beyond the employment sphere. 

The unification of psychology undergraduate attributes is an important tool for 

countering the misinformation that is held by the general public about what psychology ‘is’. 

Importantly, it can act as a marketing tool which can help to dispel myths about the methods 

that are applied to develop discipline knowledge. The “unifying concept” which 

psychological literacy was touted to be (McGovern et al., 2010, p. 19) is an important tool for 

psychology educators to: (a) assess against, (b) help ensure students are prepared for life 

post-graduation, and (c) to attract future students into the discipline. Educational institutions 

hold a responsibility to demonstrate the relevance of their programs to their respective 

professions (Irwin et al., 2021). Such an endeavour raises the public profile and esteem of the 

field, whilst increasing resources for the institutions that teach it. 
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Appendix 1  

Interview Guide from Study 3 (Chapter 4) 

 

• How do you prepare students for life after graduation? 

• What do you see as your role in developing graduate skills? 

• What do you understand by the term “soft skills” 

• Do you think soft skills are important for psychology graduates? How or why?  

• What kind of skill development do you believe is relevant for your psychology students? 

• Have you heard of the term ‘psychological literacy’? 

• If so, what does ‘Psychological Literacy’ mean to you? 

• What does it mean to be ‘psychologically literate’? 

• What skills or attributes do you think someone with ‘psychological literacy’ would 

possess? 

• How often do you, or your colleagues discuss whether students are psychologically 

literate? 

• How do you understand the term ‘psychological literacy’ in relation to your teaching 

practice? 

• How do you currently incorporate psychological literacy in your teaching or 

course/program planning?  

• What are the challenges or barriers to implementing psychological literacy/graduate 

skills/soft skills in a higher education context? (term used depends on previous answers 

and their conceptualisation of these attributes) 

• Is there anything else that you would like to add?  
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Appendix 2  

Recruitment Flyer from ESPLAT and AusPLaT conferences (Study 3, Chapter 4) 
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Appendix 3  

Recruitment Letter from Study 3 (Chapter 4) 

 

Dear psychology educator, 

 You are being invited to participate in the research project “psychological literacy in higher 

education: perceptions of psychology educators and application to practice”. This project is 

being conducted by Samantha Newell, a PhD candidate at the University of Adelaide (School 

of Psychology), under the supervision of Professor Anna Chur-Hansen (primary supervisor) 

and Associate Professor Peter Strelan (co-supervisor). 

 We are interested in psychology educators’ understanding of psychological literacy. This 

project aims to develop an in-depth understanding of the practices and perceptions of 

psychological literacy for professionals working in a higher education context in Australia, 

US and Europe: psychology educators who are currently working in a psychology-specific 

program or course in Australia, Europe or US; working in a higher education institution that 

is a recognised higher education provider. Participants do not have to have any prior or 

specific expertise or knowledge of psychological literacy; they must simply be working as a 

psychology educator.  

 We would like to interview you about your experiences as a psychology educator at a time 

that is convenient for you. Interviews can be face-to-face or via telephone or skype and will 

take approximately 30 to 60 minutes. There are no immediate benefits for you. However, this 

research will advance our knowledge and understanding in this are which may have future 

benefits for psychology education in a higher education context, including yourself and your 

students. 

Please see the attached information sheet for more details about the nature of the study and 

inclusion criteria. If you are interested in participating or have further questions about the 

study, please contact Samantha Newell. 

 Yours sincerely, 

Samantha Newell (PhD 

Candidate) 

School of Psychology 

samantha.newell@adelaide.edu.au  

Professor Anna Chur-Hansen 

School of Psychology 
anna.churhansen@adelaide.edu.au (08) 8313 5738 

Associate Professor Peter 

Strelan 

School of Psychology 

peter.strelan@adelaide.edu.au (08) 8313 5662 
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Appendix 4  

Information Sheet (Study 3, Chapter 4)  

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION 

SHEET  

PROJECT TITLE: Psychological Literacy in Higher education: Perceptions of 

Psychology Educators and application to practice. 

HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE APPROVAL NUMBER: 

H-2019-19/15 

PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: Professor Anna Chur-Hansen 

STUDENT RESEARCHER: Samantha Newell 

STUDENT’S DEGREE: PhD in Psychology 

Dear Participant, 

You are invited to participate in the research project described below. 

What is the project about? 

This research project seeks to explore what psychology educators currently understand about 

the term ‘psychological literacy’. This would involve you discussing what you believe this term 

means and what skills or attributes constitute this term. I will also ask you to discuss whether 

you incorporate this concept into your teaching practice.  

Who is undertaking the project? 

This project is being conducted by Professor Anna Chur-Hansen, Associate Professor Peter 

Strelan and Samantha Newell. This research will form the basis for the PhD of Psychology at 

the University of Adelaide under the supervision of Professor Anna Chur-Hansen and 

Associate Professor Peter Strelan. Samantha Newell is receiving funding under the Australian 

Government Research Training Program Stipend.  

Why am I being invited to participate? 

You are being invited as you are a member of the target population for this study: a current 

psychology educator. 

What am I being invited to do? 

You are being invited to participate in an interview, either face-to-face or via Skype. The 

interview will be recorded to allow for data analysis and will involve audio recording for face-

to-face, Skype and telephone interviews with the participant’s consent, otherwise notes will be 

taken. The location of interviews depends on the mode of interview (face-to-face or Skype). In 

the case of Skype, the participant is free to select the location to conduct the interview from, 

preferably reducing audio distractions that may prevent recording. Face-to-face interviews will 

be conducted in a nominated venue inside a university campus.  

 

How much time will my involvement in the project take? 

You are being invited to participate in one interview, which is expected to take between 30 

minutes and an Hour. Your participation in the interview is voluntary, so you may end the 

interview at any time.  
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Are there any risks associated with participating in this project? 

There are minimal risk of harm or distress to participants. To best ensure confidentiality and 

anonymity, the following measures will be taken: 1) pseudonyms will be used in transcripts; 

2) potentially identifying information will be anonymised or excluded from the transcript; 3) 

participants will be given the opportunity to review and approve their transcripts; 4) only the 

student researcher (SN) will know who has participated in the study. The supervisors will not 

know who participates, and they will only see de-identified scripts. 

 

If you become distressed during an interview or disclose any information that indicates risk 

of harm to yourself or others, the student researcher (SN) will immediately cease the interview 

and contact the primary supervisor. The supervisor will then take the necessary steps to ensure 

the safety of the participant or others. However, it is unlikely that the participants will be 

distressed by the interview. 

What are the potential benefits of the research project? 

There are no immediate benefits to participants. However, the research may result in improved 

understandings and knowledge in the area of psychological literacy. The project may inform 

the set of skills and attributes that may be discussed in a future project. 

Can I withdraw from the project? 

Participation in this project is completely voluntary. If you agree to participate, you can 

withdraw from the study at any time and for any reason prior to or during the interview. 

Participants can also withdraw after the interview and have their data retracted before the 

research is published.  

What will happen to my information? 

Your information will only be used as described in this participant information sheet and it will 

only be disclosed according to the consent provided, except as required by law.   

 

If you consent to the use of your transcripts to be utilised by the researcher(s) in a subsequent 

study (as an extension of this research), your data will remain de-identified in any future 

research publications.  

Confidentiality and privacy: Pseudonyms and anonymising or excluding potentially 

identifying information will be undertaken when producing any interview transcripts. All 

recordings, notes and transcripts from the interviews will be accessible to the researcher (SN). 

Only anonymised and de-identified interview transcriptions will be used in analysis. 

Participants will be de-identified or referred to by a pseudonym in any reporting of research 

results. While all efforts will be made to remove any information that might identify you, as 

the sample size is small, complete anonymity cannot be guaranteed. However, the utmost care 

will be taken to ensure that no personally identifying details are revealed.  

 

Storage: All audio recordings, notes and transcripts from the interviews will be stored on a 

university password protected computer, and files will be stored on the secure university server. 

This will only be accessible to the researcher (SN), and this researcher will undertake all 

transcriptions. The transcriptions will be anonymised and de-identified and these will be stored 

in the same secure server as the recordings. A copy of the final transcripts will be provided to 

the primary supervisor and stored in the School of Psychology for a period of five years, after 
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which time they will be deleted and destroyed, in accordance with the Australia Code for the 

Responsible Conduct of Research. 

 

Publishing: Participants will not be identified in any reporting or publication of results. The 

research findings will be reported and made accessible in the following ways: 1) publication in 

relevant journals, 2) media release through the University following publication, 3) conference 

presentations/papers, 4) PhD Thesis (SN). 

 

Sharing: Participants will be given the opportunity to receive a full, de-identified and 

anonymised transcript of their own interview to review and approve. Participants will be able 

to provide comments or clarifications at their discretion, as well as requesting changes or 

deletions to the transcript. This procedure increases the validity of the data collection process 

by reducing the risk of misrepresentation of participants’ talk (the data). Participants taking 

part member checking will receive their transcript by e-mail within two weeks of their 

interview.  

Who do I contact if I have questions about the project? 

If you have any questions about the project, please feel free to contact: 

 
Samantha Newell (PhD 

Candidate) 

School of Psychology 

samantha.newell@adelaide.edu.au  

Professor Anna Chur-Hansen 

School of Psychology 
anna.churhansen@adelaide.edu.au (08) 8313 5738 

Associate Professor Peter 

Strelan 

School of Psychology 

peter.strelan@adelaide.edu.au (08) 8313 5662 

What if I have a complaint or any concerns? 

The study has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of 

Adelaide (approval number-2019-19/15). This research project will be conducted according to 

the NHMRC National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research 2007 (Updated 2018). 

If you have questions or problems associated with the practical aspects of your participation in 

the project or wish to raise a concern or complaint about the project, then you should consult 

Professor Anna Chur-Hansen ((08) 8313 5738). If you wish to speak with an independent 

person regarding concerns or a complaint, the University’s policy on research involving human 

participants, or your rights as a participant, please contact the Human Research Ethics 

Committee’s Secretariat on:  

Phone:  +61 8 8313 6028  

Email: hrec@adelaide.edu.au  

Post: Level 4, Rundle Mall Plaza, 50 Rundle Mall, ADELAIDE SA 5000  

Any complaint or concern will be treated in confidence and fully investigated. You will be 

informed of the outcome. 

mailto:hrec@adelaide.edu.au


PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 281 

 

If I want to participate, what do I do? 

If you are interested in participating in the study or have further questions about the nature of 

the research, please contact Samantha Newell. Samantha Newell will manage all interview 

scheduling and undertake all interviewing and transcriptions of recordings from interviews.  

A consent form has been provided to you, along with this information sheet and invitation to 

participate. If the interview is conducted by Skype or telephone, then the interviewer (SN) will 

ensure that you have completed and returned the consent form (i.e., by email) prior to the 

interview or given verbal, recorded consent. If the interview is conducted in person, then the 

consent form will be completed by you on arrival if an electronic copy of the form via e-mail 

has not been returned. In both instances, consent will also be confirmed verbally at 

commencement of the interview. 

Yours sincerely, 

 
Samantha Newell (PhD 

Candidate) 

School of Psychology 

samantha.newell@adelaide.edu.au  

 

Professor Anna Chur-Hansen 

School of Psychology 

anna.churhansen@adelaide.edu.au (08) 8313 5738 

Associate Professor Peter 

Strelan 

School of Psychology 

peter.strelan@adelaide.edu.au (08) 8313 5662 
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Appendix 5  

Consent Form (Study 3, Chapter 4) 

Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) 

CONSENT FORM 

1. I have read the attached Information Sheet and agree to take part in the following research project: 

Title: 
Psychological Literacy in Higher education: Perceptions of Psychology 

Educators and application to practice. 

Ethics Approval 

Number: 
H-2019-19/15 

2. I have had the project, so far as it affects me, and the potential risks and burdens fully explained 

to my satisfaction by the research worker. I have had the opportunity to ask any questions I may 

have about the project and my participation. My consent is given freely. 

3. Although I understand the purpose of the research project, it has also been explained that my 

involvement may not be of any benefit to me. 

4. I agree to participate in the activities outlined in the participant information sheet. 

 

In-depth Interview ☐ Yes ☐ No 

 

Member Checking: 

(I would like a copy of my de-identified transcript to review and approve) ☐ Yes ☐ No 

 

I would like to receive a summary of the study findings ☐ Yes ☐ No 
 

5. I agree to be: 

Audio recorded ☐ Yes ☐ No 

6. I understand that I am free to withdraw from the project at any time.  

7. I have been informed that the information gained in the project may be published in a journal 

article/thesis/news article/conference presentation. 

8. I have been informed that the researcher (SN) will remove identifying material from transcripts, 

although it may not be possible to guarantee my anonymity given the nature of the study and/or 

small number of participants involved. 

9. I agree to my information being used for future research purposes as follows: 

• Research undertaken by these same researcher(s)    Yes  No  

10. I understand my information will only be disclosed according to the consent provided, except 

where disclosure is required by law.   
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11. I am aware that I should keep a copy of this Consent Form, when completed, and the attached 

Information Sheet. 

 

Participant to complete: 

Name:  _______________________ Signature: __________________________  Date:

 _____________________________  

Researcher/Witness to complete: [This can be removed for electronically returned consent forms.] 

I have described the nature of the research to

 ________________________________________________________________________________  

  (print name of participant) 

and in my opinion she/he understood the explanation. 

Signature:  _____________________ Position: ____________________________  Date:

 _____________________________  
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Appendix 6  

Sample Codebook Page (Study 3, Chapter 4) 

Category/Subcategory name Description 

Issues with developing attributes This subcategory discusses the issues surrounding the 

training and acquisition of attributes. 

Compartmentalised skill 

building 

This section contains discussions related to the logistics 

of skill development within the curriculum. An identified 

concern of educators has been the sporadic nature skill 

development, within individual courses, as opposed to a 

whole of program approach to developing student 

attributes. Example: 

“It's a sort of pervading culture thing that we have this 

sort of some skills are especially associated with social 

and development psychology and some with cognitive 

and biological psychology.” 

“Everything is compartmentalised” 

“Maybe from my role that's how I tended to come to view 

the program, because it's modular, just bit by bit, skill by 

skill, assessment by assessment.” 

Skills vs. Content Perceptions of their roles as educators. This section 

concerns the views of teachers: whether they perceive 

their role as facilitators of skill development or content. 

Example: 
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“I suppose another way of looking at that is we've always 

had this content versus research method skills type of 

split”  

“I think it's about thinking what the skills are, rather than 

just what the content is. And also trying to be mindful of 

"you're learning this because this is how you can apply 

it." Or, again, thinking about the psychology in education 

module, they're not just there be passive learners.“ 

“So yeah, it's for me it's not just about the curriculum 

content. There is the other side of that.” 

Purpose and outcome of 

psychology degree 

When teachers discuss attributes, they are likely to 

mention why they are necessary. Discussions about the 

purpose of a psychology degree belong in this 

subcategory, as well as any discussions of specific 

student outcomes they work towards. See subcategories 

below for specifics. 

Generic Skills In opposition to discussions about what is unique to 

psychology in relation to attributes, this subcategory is 

for discussions related to the development of generic or 

transferrable skills in a psychology undergraduate degree. 

Note, educators must specifically refer to content as 

generic or transferable and must not come from an 

assumption about the taxonomy of any attributes 

identified. Example: 

“Whether that's directly to psychological literacy or 

something that's actually a more general studies' skill.” 

“these generic skills are, or these psychological literacy 

skills”  
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“Our uni sort of seems to revisit revisit these generic 

skills and umm I think they were generic skills at our uni 

and now they’re graduate attributes, and they’ve been 

slightly changed and and then suddenly they are being 

changed again [to psychological literacy].” 

Specific attributes unique to 

psychology 

As any university degree arguably develops some 

transferable or generic skills, discussions that help to 

differentiate what students of psychology get, specifically 

(or only) from psychology is coded into this subcategory. 

Example: 

“it’s the scientific method and the knowledge of umm 

human psychological processes and umm that makes 

them an expert in, or a relative expert in umm 

understanding, you know, I would guess we would say 

understanding human behaviour (Interviewer: mmm) in 

an applied world, and umm being able to modify that or 

influence it.” 

“critical evaluation... I think that's quite important to the 

DNA of psychology actually.” 

“It has the research methods, the critical evaluative 

thinking, the cumulative aspect of statistics and so on, so 

I think you get quite a rounded education plus having 

some insight to psychology.” 

“I think critical thinking. So because they evaluate 

research, maybe that isn't as common in other subjects 

maybe.” 

Preparing for jobs When discussing the attributes that psychology students 

need to develop, it is natural that teachers also discuss 
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why the skills are relevant, i.e. what jobs they are being 

prepared for, or whether they don’t believe it prepares for 

jobs. Example: 

“we don’t tell them what careers that can go into even 

probably within psychology let alone outside of 

psychology so they probably haven’t given it much 

thought, umm thought umm okay so I want to go into 

advertising (mmm) these are the this that are needed for 

that, but they probably haven’t thought that far ahead 

maybe” 

“to be honest I don’t know if they know what they’re 

preparing for, so… I don’t think many think that they’re 

going into a career in psychology” 

“for a lot of our students they come in like, "Oh, we'll do 

something with psychology". And that normally falls 

into, "I want to do something clinical related". 

“Really what we teach our students to become 

psychologists, so if they were ready to start work as 

psychologists then probably, yes, more broadly I think 

they've got a good foundation to then move into 

employment and learn whatever more specific things they 

might need.” 

“It's quite a popular thing when personal tutees come in 

their first week and say that "I want to work at mental 

health", or "I want to be a clinical psychologist" or an 

educational psychologist. Maybe it's, sort of, quiet role 

focused whether or not they know lots about that role or 

not or how to get there.” 
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Psychology as a broad 

education 

This section was developed to house comments related to 

the belief expressed by some educators that psychology 

is deliberately broad in the content and skills provided to 

students. Example: 

“Psychology is the new English. They used to say, "We 

don't know what to do at university. Do English because 

it has a wide application." Well, I think psychology fits 

that mantel as well because it has the written. It has the 

research methods, the critical evaluative thinking, the 

cumulative aspect of statistics and so on, so I think you 

get quite a rounded education plus having some insight to 

psychology. Psychology gets into everything. There's not 

a single field that doesn't have a psychological dimension 

to it.” 

Skill development not thought of This subcategory is different to the ‘skills vs. content’ 

subcategory above as this section is not discussing 

whether one or the other should be done – rather, this 

subcategory was developed from educators’ not thinking 

about what kind of skills should be developed. Or, not 

thinking about their role in skill development at all. See 

subcategories below. 

Not thought about by 

teachers 

This subcategory is separated into skill development not 

a thought of teachers. Example: 

“As a lecturer, or as we a university can’t clearly 

articulate to you what are the unique sets of skills that 

you’re, that we think you’re going to get by doing this 

course.” 
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“I don't really look at those to be honest. And maybe I 

should be, maybe we should be reflecting on them and 

changing it and things like that.” 

“this is totally off the top of my head because I haven’t 

actually properly thought about this.” 

Students not aware of 

skills 

Similarly, teachers commented that their students did not 

think about skills they wanted or were developing. Any 

discussion to this effect should be coded here. Example: 

“I think they have the skills, they're just not aware that 

they have the skills and they've never been given the 

opportunity to use those skills and most importantly, in a 

way that they're being assessed because if they're not 

being assessed, in their minds, it doesn't happen. It doesn't 

count. It's not a thing. I think the skills gap is really more 

of an opportunity to use the skills, if that makes sense.” 

“I think they take for granted or they’re just sort of 

overlooked a little bit and when I say “this is what you’ve 

been doing” they go “oh yeah, I was just sort of doing it, 

I didn’t really think about it.” 
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Appendix 7  

Sample QCA Coding Structure (Study 3, Chapter 4) 

 

Research question: What do psychology educators understand by the term “psychological 

literacy”? 

- Knowledge of ‘psychological literacy’ category 
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Appendix 8  

Editor and Reviewers’ Responses for Manuscript Presented as Study 3 (Chapter 4) 

 

A Revised Definition of Psychological Literacy: Multiple Stakeholder Perspectives 

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Psychology 

 

Dear Mrs Newell, 

 

I am pleased to tell you that your work has now been accepted for publication in Scholarship 

of Teaching and Learning in Psychology. 

 

It was accepted on 03/08/2022 

 

APA has a number of required publication forms, regarding copyright, conflict of interest, 

and other matters. You will receive an email shortly from DocuSign, requesting electronic 

signatures for publication forms. These forms must be signed by all authors prior to your 

manuscript entering production. If you have questions about this process, please contact 

manuscript coordinator at: 

  

Megan Tonkovich 

Peer Review Coordinator 

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Psychology 

mtonkovich@apa.org 

 

Comments from the Editor and Reviewers can be found below. 

 

I appreciate your careful attention to the reviewers' suggestions. Reviewer 2 summarizes it 

well: "The original manuscript was of a high standard and this revised manuscript is even 

better." Thank you for submitting this important contribution to Scholarship of Teaching and 

Learning in Psychology. 

Sincerely, 

Dave Kreiner, Ph.D. 

Associate Editor 

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Psychology 

 

Comments from the Editors and Reviewers: 

 

Reviewer #1: Overall, I think the authors have done a wonderful job at responding to my 

(many!) suggestions and I think the paper is considerably improved with these revisions. The 

authors have made it very easy to see how they have carefully thought about and enacted the 

proposed changes. Therefore, I very happily recommend acceptance of this paper in its 

current form. 

 

I particularly like the addition of clarity as to why a revised definition of psychological 

literacy is necessary, and I find the argument for a need for consensus compelling. This also 

makes it much clearer why QCA was used, as the research aims and analysis map closely 

onto one another. I also deeply appreciate the additions to the analytical method and results 
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section, which I think are now much improved and demonstrate a great level of rigour and 

robustness. 

 

Generally, I am excited about this contribution and commend the authors for their thoughtful 

and critical engagement with my suggestions. 

 

Reviewer #2: Thank you for the opportunity to review the revised manuscript. The original 

manuscript was of a high standard and this revised manuscript is even better. 

I congratulate the authors on satisfactorily addressing the various reviewers' comments. 

I am fairly certain that this paper will have a major impact on research in this area and may 

even assist in achieving a standard definition of psychological literacy. 

I do not have any suggested changes. 

 

Reviewer #3: Thank you for resubmitting this manuscript and quickly and thoroughly 

addressing reviewer comments. This version was a pleasure to read. I believe this manuscript 

is much improved and I recommend publication. I have noted some minor editorial 

suggestions on the attached document. I consider these to be both minor and suggestions that 

can be made at your discretion. My recommendation for publication is not contingent upon 

these changes being make. 

 

Thank you for this outstanding work! 
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Appendix 9  

Authored Works on Psychological Literacy Published During Candidature 

 

Note. Published manuscript is presented below according to journal formatting guidelines, and 

presented as accepted. 

Students’ understanding of psychological literacy in the UK undergraduate curriculum 

 

Richard Harris1 

Madeleine Pownall1 

Chloe Thompson1 

Samantha J Newell2 

Pam Blundell-Birtill1 

 

1. School of Psychology, University of Leeds, Leeds, LS2 9JZ, UK 

2. School of Psychology, University of Adelaide, Adelaide, South Australia, Australia 

Corresponding author: Madeleine Pownall School of Psychology, University of Leeds, 4 

Lifton Place, Leeds, LS2 9JZ M.V.Pownall@leeds.ac.uk   

Acknowledgements: This project was funded by a University of Leeds Laidlaw 

Undergraduate Research and Leadership Scholarship awarded to Chloe Thompson  

mailto:M.V.Pownall@leeds.ac.uk
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Open data: Our full materials and study data can be accessed in this Open Science 

Framework project: (anonymised view-only link) 

https://osf.io/9f5mb/?view_only=88b2d1af595c4258bd6fe6b8c923527b 

Psychological literacy is a concept in psychology learning and teaching in Higher Education 

(HE) that considers how psychology students can use their subject-specific knowledge to 

responsibly and ethically address global problems. It is rapidly gaining traction as an approach 

to psychology curriculum planning that encourages students’ engagement with the capacity for 

psychology to contribute to solving real-world problems. However, despite its prevalence 

among psychology Higher Education scholars and developers, it is unclear whether psychology 

students are aware of psychological literacy. If students are unable to recognise and define the 

term explicitly, this may prompt a reappraisal of its usefulness in psychology education. In this 

mixed methods study, psychology undergraduates studying in the UK (N = 117) were asked to 

rate the core eight competencies of psychological literacy, as outlined by the British 

Psychological Society. Students also provided qualitative definitions of the term itself. Overall, 

we found that students were mostly unaware of the term ‘psychological literacy’. However, 

students did value the attributes that it includes (e.g. “the ability to understand the role of 

empirical evidence”). When asked to define the term, students typically referred to the capacity 

to understand subject-specific knowledge, with some students discussing the application of this 

knowledge to real-world problems too. This is in contrast to the prevalence of application 

among conceptualisations of psychological literacy in the scholarly literature. Implications for 

the development of psychological literacy as an emergent pedagogic practice are discussed.  

 

Keywords: psychological literacy, psychology graduate attributes, psychology education, 

Higher Education 

https://osf.io/9f5mb/?view_only=88b2d1af595c4258bd6fe6b8c923527b
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Students’ understanding of psychological literacy in the UK undergraduate curriculum 

‘Psychological literacy’ is the capacity for psychology graduates and students to use their 

subject-specific knowledge to address global problems (Boneau, 1990; McGovern et al., 2010). 

It is said to encompass “the general capacity to adaptively and intentionally apply psychology 

to meet personal, professional and societal needs” (Cranney, Botwood & Morris, 2012, p.4), 

and can be seen as an approach to psychology teaching that promotes the development of 

attributes such as ethical and cultural awareness (Mair, Taylor & Hulme, 2013; McGovern et 

al., 2010). Whilst the definition of psychological literacy is relatively contested (Newstead, 

2015), and its measurement in educational settings has been practised (Newell, Chur-Hansen, 

& Strelan, 2019; Roberts, Heritage & Gasson, 2015), it is rapidly emerging as a construct that 

guides undergraduate teaching in psychology (see Mair et al., 2013 for UK case studies). 

Indeed, psychological literacy is increasingly embedded in national standards for psychology 

teaching (e.g. in Australia; Cranney, Botwood & Morris, 2012).   

In an early conceptualisation of psychological literacy, McGovern and et al., (2010) 

published a list of nine key concepts that provide an overview of psychological literacy in 

Higher Education. These include good ethics, communication, psychological knowledge and 

its application within the discipline. This list is accepted by many as a sound definition of 

psychological literacy (Roberts et al., 2015), and the most influential (Newell et al., 2020). 

However, more recently, other researchers have put forward alternative definitions. For 

example, Cranney, Botwood, and Morris (2012) suggest that psychological literacy is not only 

the ability to demonstrate these skills, but also the broader application of these skills to a variety 

of contexts. 

Psychological literacy is used internationally in the setting of goals for undergraduate 

education in psychology and influences the teaching of psychology in many countries, 
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including, for example, the USA, UK, Russia, Indonesia, and New Zealand (APA, 2013; BPS, 

2019; Cranney & Dunn, 2012; Trapp & Akhurst, 2011; Harré et al., 2011). It is clear from 

looking at the UK subject benchmarks for psychology, as set out by the Quality Assurance 

Agency for Higher Education (QAA) and the British Psychological Society (BPS), that the 

concept of psychological literacy is heavily influential in the UK undergraduate psychology 

core curriculum. Subject-specific skills outlined by the QAA and the BPS overlap heavily with 

those defined by McGovern and colleagues, (2010), including a focus on psychological 

knowledge and skills, ethical practice, and application of learning to real life (BPS, 2019; QAA, 

2019).  

Psychological literacy is an important construct to explore for its potential to benefit 

graduates of psychology programmes. For example, Hulme and Cranney (2021) suggest that 

by adopting psychological literacy in a learning context can enhance psychology graduates’ 

critical thinking and employability. Psychological literacy thus encompasses a range a useful 

and desirable graduate attributes (Karantzas, 2014) by promoting transferrable skills which 

develop one’s overall sense of ‘global citizenship’ (Hulme, 2013). This is as useful to 

employers as it is to students; Bromnick and Horowitz (2013) note that psychology 

undergraduates are motivated more by ‘making a difference’ and working with others over 

financial gains, and therefore may see psychological literacy skills as desirable. Similarly, 

Burton, et al. (2013a; 2013b) suggest that psychological literacy has a positive effect on the 

experience of university students. Their study reported that a focus on developing 

psychological literacy may be responsible for increases in deep learning, an understanding of 

ethics, as well as general academic performance. 

However, despite the clear benefits of this approach, Morris et al. (2013) found that students 

do not always recognise the concept of psychological literacy in these terms, despite 
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confirming its importance when provided with a definition. As psychological literacy makes 

up such a large part of BPS accredited psychology undergraduate degrees, this study aims to 

investigate whether UK-based undergraduate students are aware of psychological literacy, to 

investigate whether psychology students understand the concept of psychological literacy and 

their confidence in this understanding. It aims to explore how much opportunity they think they 

have had to develop these skills, and the extent to which they value psychological literacy for 

their future career(s).  

Therefore, the present study first aims to qualitatively assess whether UK undergraduate 

psychology students are aware of the concept of ‘psychological literacy’ and how they describe 

and define the term in their own words. Further, this work investigates the domains in which 

psychological literacy can be understood, as informed by Morris et al., 2013. These are: 

students’ self-reported awareness of the term, the opportunity that students feel they have had 

to develop psychological literacy in their undergraduate curriculum, students’ confidence in 

their ability to define and understand it, and the importance they feel psychological literacy has 

for their graduate careers. To achieve this, this study explores the eight attributes of 

psychological literacy, as defined by the British Psychological Society (2019) accreditation 

standards. 

Method 

Participants and design  

Participants were recruited through the online participant pool Prolific and were paid 

the equivalent of £7 per hour for their participation. All participants were screened to ensure 

they were current UK-based undergraduate Psychology students. Participants who were not 

current psychology students were excluded from the study. In total, 117 participants were 
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recruited (100 female, 16 male, 1 non-binary). 20 participants were in their first year of 

undergraduate study, 39 were in their second year, one was in a placement year/year in industry, 

and 57 participants were in their third/final year.  This study was a cross-sectional survey.  

Materials and procedure 

This research project was approved by the University of [blinded for peer review] 

School of Psychology Ethics Committee on 27th July 2020 (Ref: PSYC-77). This research was 

conducted as an online questionnaire, made with the online survey software Qualtrics, which 

collected both qualitative and quantitative data. Participants were first presented with an 

information page explaining the purpose and aims of the study and then, after providing 

informed consent, were able to take part in the survey. At the end of the survey, they were 

debriefed and given the contact details of the researchers should they have any further 

questions.  

Measures  

Our full materials can be accessed in this Open Science Framework project: 

https://osf.io/9f5mb/?view_only=88b2d1af595c4258bd6fe6b8c923527b  

There were nine sections of the survey. The first section collected demographic 

information (including student’s year of study, current degree class, university, and desired 

work sector) and asked participants whether they had heard the term ‘psychological literacy’ 

before (yes/no). Participants were then all asked to briefly define the concept in their own 

words; participants were prompted to write at least 50 characters before progressing through 

the questionnaire. 

https://osf.io/9f5mb/?view_only=88b2d1af595c4258bd6fe6b8c923527b
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Following this, participants were presented with the eight attributes of psychological 

literacy, according to the British Psychological Society accreditation standards (BPS, 2019). 

These attributes (some condensed for brevity) included the ability to: produce a scientific 

understanding of the mind, brain, behaviour and experience, and how they interact with the 

complex environments in which they exist; conduct research independently; include 

knowledge and the acquisition of a range of research skills and methods for investigating 

experience and behaviour; understand the role of empirical evidence in the creation and 

constraint of theory and also in how theory guides the collection and interpretation of empirical 

data; present multiple perspectives in a way that fosters critical evaluation and reflection; 

develop knowledge, leading to an appreciation of theory and research findings, including 

relevant ethical and socio-cultural issues; understand real life applications of theory to the full 

range of experience and behaviour; and apply psychological understanding to real world 

questions. 

For each of the eight skills, participants were asked to report whether they have been 

made aware of this skill in their psychology degree (1 = Not at all aware, 7 = Highly aware), 

to what extent they feel they have developed it so far in their degree (1 = Not at all, 7 = To a 

very high level), and how confident they feel in their ability to define each skill to another 

student (1 = Not at all confident, 7 = Completely confident). Finally, participants reported how 

important they believe each skill to be in their future graduate careers (1 = Not at all important, 

7 = Completely important).  These items aimed to measure ‘Awareness’, ‘Development’, 

‘Confidence’, and ‘Importance’ of the psychological literacy constructs and were based upon 

those used by Morris et al. (2013) in a study of student perceptions of psychology-specific 

graduate attributes. The order in which skills were presented to each participant was 

randomised through Qualtrics. 



PSYCHOLOGICAL LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 300 

 

Attention checks 

To ensure data quality, there were 3 attention checks throughout the questionnaire. 

These were questions featuring a 1-7 Likert scale, where participants were asked to select 

specific responses (2 or 5) or to leave them blank. Participants who failed 2 or more attention 

checks were automatically excluded from the survey and their data were not used in analyses. 

This was to ensure data quality and to avoid ‘data farm’ participants in Prolific.  

Results 

Study data can be accessed in this Open Science Framework project: 

https://osf.io/9f5mb/?view_only=88b2d1af595c4258bd6fe6b8c923527b 

Definition of psychological literacy  

Of the 117 participants, 21 (17.95%) reported that they had previously heard of the term 

psychological literacy, and 96 (82.05%) had not. To qualitatively assess how UK 

undergraduate psychology students describe and define the term ‘psychological literacy, 

inductive categories were created for the coding of student definitions of psychological literacy, 

as provided in the question: what do you understand by the term "psychological literacy?". Our 

approach follows the established traditions of qualitative content analysis (QCA) as defined by 

Schreier (2012). Categories were informed by previous work in this area by Newstead (2015) 

who understood existing conceptualisations of psychological literacy in published literature as 

aligning to knowledge or skills literacy, and from considering the frequency of these codes in 

Newell, Chur-Hansen and Strelan (2020). The main categories were “knowledge and subject 

content”, “application of knowledge”, and “unsure”. Responses were coded into the main 

categories by the consideration of synonyms which align with the category, for example, 

“understanding theories” were coded into the main category of ‘knowledge’.  

https://osf.io/9f5mb/?view_only=88b2d1af595c4258bd6fe6b8c923527b
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Two authors (MP and SN) independently coded all responses. After establishing 

decision rules, an inter-rater agreement of 91.5% was achieved. Cases which referenced both 

knowledge and application were coded as ‘application’, utilising Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom, 

1956) as an indicator of increasing learning complexity (as ‘understanding’ is lower on the 

taxonomy than ‘application’). For responses coded as ‘knowledge’, participants defined 

psychological literacy as being related to “understanding of the terms used in psychology 

textbooks”, “ideas and concepts based on the study of psychology” or “[the] body of literature 

surrounding the topic of psychology”. The ‘application of knowledge’ items were more 

concerned with understanding how content is applied in different contexts; for example, one 

respondent defined psychological literacy as “applying psychological science to understand 

societal and personal needs.” or to use psychology content to “the world around us”. Of the 

119 textual responses (Mwords = 15.6, SD = 8.16), the majority of participants defined 

psychological literacy as pertaining to knowledge of content, theories, and concepts alone (N 

= 74, 63.25%), whereas 38 participants defined it as being related to the application of subject-

specific content to the ‘real world’ (32.48%). The remainder of responses (N = 6, 5.13%) wrote 

that they ‘did not know’ what the term meant and, therefore, did not provide a definition. 

After giving their definition of psychological literacy, participants were asked to 

measure their confidence in this definition (M = 3.64, SD = 1.54). This confidence score is 

above the halfway point of the scale, suggesting that overall participants are perhaps more 

confident than would be expected considering only 17.95% had previously heard of the term.  

Recognition and appreciation of BPS graduate attributes 

Despite the low number of participants who had previously explicitly come across the 

term “psychological literacy”, participants indicated that they had generally heard of the eight 
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specific skills presented in the survey, with mean scores for the Awareness items ranging from 

5.20 to 6.09 on the Likert scale of 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely aware). 

Means and standard deviations were calculated for the 32 questions addressing specific 

skills (see Supplementary Table 9). Mean scores for participants’ reported development of the 

eight skills based on the BPS outline were close in value. Self-rated development was highest 

for “the ability to present multiple perspectives in a way that fosters critical evaluation and 

reflection.” and was lowest for “the ability to understand the role of empirical evidence in the 

creation and constraint of theory and also in how theory guides the collection and interpretation 

of empirical data”. This suggests that there is not much difference in how much individual 

attributes are developed within the psychological literacy framework.  

Supplementary Table 9  

Mean Ratings of each Attribute. Standard Deviations are in Parentheses 

Attribute  Awareness  Development  Confidence  Importance  

Attribute 1  6.01(1.15)  4.90 (1.28)  5.13 (1.21)  5.44 (1.42)  

Attribute 2  6.09 (1.16)  5.13 (1.44)  5.79 (1.15)  5.56 (1.41)  

Attribute 3  5.82 (1.16)  5.04 (1.21)  4.83 (1.29)  5.29 (1.49)  

Attribute 4  5.21 (1.61)  4.64 (1.60)  4.32 (1.74) 5.09 (1.55)  

Attribute 5  5.84 (1.44)  5.17 (1.45)  5.01 (1.58)  5.62 (1.52)  

Attribute 6  5.56 (1.34)  5.04 (1.32)  4.83 (1.46)  5.50 (1.26)  

Attribute 7  5.69 (1.20)  4.89 (1.19)  4.87 (1.32)  5.74 (1.16)  

Attribute 8  5.76 (1.22)  5.16 (1.18)  5.22 (1.33)  5.85 (1.24)  

Note. The attributes numbered above refer to the following. Attribute 1: The ability to produce a scientific understanding of the mind, 

brain, behaviour and experience, and how they interact with the complex environments in which they exist. Attribute 2: The ability to conduct 

research independently. Attribute 3: The ability to include knowledge and the acquisition of a range of research skills and methods for 

investigating experience and behaviour. Attribute 4: The ability to understand the role of empirical evidence in the creation and constraint of 

theory and also in how theory guides the collection and interpretation of empirical data. Attribute 5: The ability to present multiple perspectives 

in a way that fosters critical evaluation and reflection. Attribute 6: The ability to develop knowledge, leading to an appreciation of theory and 
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research findings, including relevant ethical and socio-cultural issues. Attribute 7: The ability to understand real life applications of theory to 

the full range of experience and behaviour. Attribute 8: The ability to apply psychological understanding to real world questions. 

Reliability analysis was then performed on the 32 questions assessing student 

perceptions of the skills making up psychological literacy. Cronbach’s alpha indicates that the 

questionnaire has acceptable internal consistency (α = .918). Only one question would result 

in an increase in Cronbach’s alpha if removed, (perceived importance of the ability to conduct 

research independently), which would result in an alpha value of (α = .919). However, 

correlations between this measure and others were not consistently weaker than others, so it 

was included in the analysis.  

In order to reduce the number of variables and understand the factors underlying the 

data, we subjected the data to Factor Analysis. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin’s measure of Sampling 

Adequacy for the data was .815, above the recommended .6 minimum. Bartlett’s test of 

Sphericity was significant (χ2 (496) = 2647.56, p < .001) meaning the correlation matrix was 

not an identity matrix. Communalities were all above 0.6. In order to investigate the structural 

relationships between the ratings of the skills, Principle Component Factor analysis was 

performed on the 32 variables relating to the eight specific skills. Nine of the 32 factors had an 

Eigenvalue above 1, suggesting that our 32 variables measure nine underlying factors. These 

nine factors account for 77% of the variance seen in the data.  

Supplementary Table 10  

Factor Values before Rotation 

Factor  Total Eigenvalue % of Variance Cumulative % 

1 9.66 30.19 30.19 

2 3.65 11.39 41.59 

3 2.33 7.27 48.86 
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4 1.97 6.16 55.02 

5 1.91 5.97 60.99 

6 1.75 5.46 66.44 

7 1.46 4.56 71.00 

8 1.20 3.75 74.75 

9 1.02 3.20 77.94 

Orthogonal (Varimax) rotation with Kaiser normalization was performed on the initial 

factor values.  

Supplementary Table 11  

Rotated Factor Loadings 

Attribute Question   
Factor 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Attribute 1 Awareness       0.78 0.31   

Development       0.7   

Confidence    0.35   0.78   

Importance 0.75      0.35   

Attribute 2 Awareness         0.82 

Development         0.85 

Confidence         0.75 

Importance 0.7         

Attribute 3 Awareness      0.8    

Development   0.31   0.75    

Confidence   0.31   0.63    

Importance 0.73     0.42    

Attribute 4 Awareness   0.74       

Development   0.85       

Confidence   0.88       

Importance 0.69  0.48       

Attribute 5 Awareness  0.85        
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Development  0.9        

Confidence  0.82        

Importance 0.58 0.58        

Attribute 6 Awareness    0.63  0.37 0.3   

Development    0.76  0.32    

Confidence    0.72      

Importance 0.69   0.41      

Attribute 7 Awareness        0.83  

Development    0.4    0.67  

Confidence  0.3  0.36    0.59  

Importance 0.56       0.53  

Attribute 8 Awareness     0.83     

Development     0.85     

Confidence    0.32 0.72     

Importance 0.62    0.53       

Supplementary Table 11 shows the rotated factor matrix. The first rotated factor 

consisted of the measure of importance, for the eight different attributes that make up 

psychological literacy. This suggests the existence of a latent factor measuring the overall 

importance of psychological literacy. Each of the remaining eight factors consist of the 

measures of the awareness of development of, and confidence for each individual attribute. For 

example, Factor 2 consistent of the questions addressing the awareness of, development of, and 

confidence for the attribute: “ability to present multiple perspectives in a way that fosters 

critical evaluation and reflection”. There is some cross-loadings of measures on different 

factors which can be seen in Supplementary Table 12. 

The first rotated factor consisted of the measure of importance, for the eight different 

skills that make up psychological literacy.  This suggests the existence of a latent factor 

measuring the overall importance of psychological literacy to a participants’ future career. The 
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remaining factors were made up of the questions addressing the awareness of, development of, 

and confidence for each of the individual attributes assessed. 

Supplementary Table 12  

Factor Values after Rotation 

Factor  Total Eigenvalue % of Variance Cumulative % 

1 3.73 11.67 11.67 

2 3.12 9.76 21.43 

3 3.11 9.71 31.15 

4 2.78 8.69 39.83 

5 2.60 8.12 47.95 

6 2.56 7.99 55.95 

7 2.43 7.60 63.55 

8 2.33 7.27 70.81 

9 2.28 7.13 77.94 

Note. 1 = the ability to produce a scientific understanding of the mind, brain, behaviour and 

experience, and how they interact with the complex environments in which they exist; 2 = the 

ability to conduct research independently; 3 = the ability to include knowledge and the 

acquisition of a range of research skills and methods for investigating experience and 

behaviour; 4 = the ability to understand the role of empirical evidence in the creation and 

constraint of theory and also in how theory guides the collection and interpretation of empirical 

data; 5 = the ability to present multiple perspectives in a way that fosters critical evaluation and 

reflection; 6 = the ability to develop knowledge, leading to an appreciation of theory and 

research findings, including relevant ethical and socio-cultural issues; 7 = the ability to 

understand real life applications of theory to the full range of experience and behaviour; 8 = 

the ability to apply psychological understanding to real world questions. 

Importance of psychological literacy for graduate careers 

Participants’ answers for their rated importance of the eight skills retrieved a mean 

score of the overall importance of psychological literacy for their future career(s). Participants’ 

overall importance of psychological literacy for future career(s) was M = 5.50 (SD = 0.95). 
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Two separate data splits were then performed, to compare mean ratings of importance for future 

career between different career goals (Figure 5) and between different years of study.  

Figure 5  

Mean Importance of Psychological Literacy for Participants’ Future Career Split by Career 

Type. 

Note. Error bars represent standard error of the mean. 

The career of ‘scientific research and development’ scored highest on mean for 

importance of psychological literacy for future career, followed by the career of “human 

health”.  When assessing students’ importance ratings by year, final year students (M = 5.38, 

SD = 0.98) rated importance of psychological literacy for their future careers as lower than 

first, second, and placement years combined (M = 5.61, SD = 0.92), but this difference was not 

statistically significant (t(115) = -1.28, p = 0.21).  

Discussion 

This study aimed to gain a greater understanding of UK-based undergraduate psychology 

students’ perceptions of psychological literacy. Our first research aim was to investigate 
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whether students were broadly aware of psychological literacy. Only 17.95% of participants 

were explicitly aware of the term psychological literacy. Reflecting this, when asked to define 

psychological literacy using free textual responses, the majority of participants related it to the 

knowledge of content, theories, and concepts. This was in comparison to a smaller number of 

students who conceptualised the term as the application of subject specific knowledge to the 

‘real world’. However, after being provided with a definition of the constructs that make up 

psychological literacy, as determined by the BPS accreditation standards, the majority of 

participants reported awareness of its value. This was supported by participants confidence 

rating in their own definitions. 

Moreover, despite a slim percentage of the participants explicitly recognising the term 

“psychological literacy”, participants’ mean ratings for the questions relating to specific skills 

were all in the upper half of the scale used. This suggests that despite not all participants having 

heard of the term psychological literacy in explicit terms, participants believed they had some 

awareness of and experience with the attributes that comprise psychological literacy (according 

to the BPS, 2019). Indeed, although the majority of participants had not come across the term 

‘psychological literacy’ before, they still rated their awareness of these skills above the mid-

point. Similarly, participants generally reported the value of psychological literacy for their 

future careers. Therefore, this raises some questions about the utility of the concept in 

psychology teaching. Despite the wealth of literature which advocates the value of 

psychological literacy in the higher education curriculum (e.g., Dunn et al., 2011; Taylor & 

Hulme, 2013), there is relatively little work which considers whether psychological literacy 

should be communicated to students in explicit terms.  

Indeed, while more explicit exposure to the term ‘psychological literacy’ will intuitively 

improve students’ awareness of it (Morris et al., 2013), our results here suggest that more 
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implicit understanding of the components of psychological literacy may also be beneficial for 

students’ engagement with it. Thus, it may be that psychological literacy is suited well to 

inform pedagogic conversations among higher education scholars but does not need to be 

explicitly communicated to students in this term. Put simply, our results suggest that lack of 

familiarity with pedagogic constructs, such as psychological literacy, does not necessarily 

indicate a lack of engagement with the core principles that underpin them. To fully delineate 

the effect that awareness has on pedagogic utility, future research should investigate 

educational developers, academics, and teaching staffs’ awareness and engagement with 

psychological literacy (as per Newell et al., 2020). If the majority of teaching staff had not 

previously heard of psychological literacy, it may be a sign that it is not influencing teaching 

practice, despite its increasing presence in the psychology teaching literature (e.g., Dunn et al., 

2011). 

Importantly, the qualitative responses in this study also suggest that students have an 

intuitive understanding of the term psychological literacy, which does increase the face validity 

of the concept. Our analysis of the textual data showed that participants generally defined 

psychological literacy in two ways; firstly, by attributing it to the acquisition of knowledge and 

subject-specific content, secondly, by relating it to the practical application of this knowledge. 

The majority of participants provided definitions akin to the former, with a smaller proportion 

mentioning the application of knowledge.  Indeed, students’ strong focus on subject-specific 

knowledge is reflective of the original view of psychological literacy by Boneau (1990), with 

his list of 100 core concepts. Newstead (2015) aligns this definition with the traditional view 

of “knowledge literacy”, similar to that provided by Kintgen (1988). Also, this preoccupation 

with knowledge suggests that students were adopting conceptualisations similar to the 

traditional view of ‘literacy’, which focuses on reading, writing and comprehension. Thus, 

future research should utilise in-depth interviewing or focus groups to explore the rationale 
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behind these definitions more. This approach would also alleviate the practical limitation here 

of students’ ability to search online for definitions of psychological literacy in order to respond 

‘correctly’ to this question (although our data suggests that participants did not do this).  

The final aim of this study was to evaluate the extent to which students valued 

psychological literacy for their future career(s). Overall, importance of psychological literacy 

for future career was rated highly, suggesting that the participants did value psychological 

literacy in their preparation for future career(s). This is useful information, given that the 

majority of psychology graduates do not go on to careers directly involved in psychology 

(Hamilton et al., 2018; Trapp et al., 2011). In a time when the value of psychology 

undergraduate degrees is being called into question (Halonen & Dunn, 2017), having a literacy 

specific to psychology graduates may help them stand out compared to graduates in other 

fields. In the future, it may be beneficial to repeat the current survey with students from other 

disciplines, and with a UK cohort, replacing “psychological” with the relevant subject literacy, 

to see if they score similarly on the Likert scales, or if psychology students do rate these skills 

more highly than students from other disciplines. It would be beneficial to explore if 

psychological literacy is specific to psychology and not a set of generic graduate attributes. 

Heritage, Roberts, and Gasson (2016) found that generic graduate attributes and reflective 

processes differentiated between second year Australian psychology and speech pathology 

students, but that this was not the case for first year students. This may suggest that 

psychological literacy levels do increase over the course of psychology degrees, explaining the 

ability to differentiate between second year (but not first year) students.  

In conclusion, this research demonstrates that psychology students generally understand, 

recognise, and value the attributes of psychological literacy, even if they do not specifically 

recognise the term. Here, we also offer some useful avenues for future research which would 
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elucidate whether the concept of psychological literacy is too generic, and account for graduate 

attributes that are applicable to students from other disciplines. More work needs to be done to 

establish what is unique to the psychology undergraduate experience, for psychological literacy 

to be a useful mechanism for outlining psychology’s value as a degree choice. As our 

conceptualisation of psychological literacy was derived from the BPS, the influence of 

accreditation bodies cannot be downplayed. Further research could explore the similarities of 

other discipline accreditation bodies, to determine whether generic attributes are a common 

practice – or whether other disciplines are able to articulate their distinctiveness (and therefore 

their unique value to prospective students) and to future employers.  
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Abstract

Objective: This study aimed to identify studies measuring psychological liter-

acy and analyse the methodological quality of these studies. We also aimed to

determine conceptual consistency of psychological literacy in the included

studies.

Method: PsycINFO, Web of Science, Scopus, ProQuest, and Google Scholar

were searched for relevant literature. The Joanna Briggs Institute systematic

review methodology was then followed to assess methodological quality of

identified studies. We then analysed whether psychological literacy research

used a consistent conceptualisation, as inconsistency is detrimental for result

generalisation and validity.

Results: Six relevant articles met inclusion criteria. Assessment of methodo-

logical quality revealed confounds and statistical concerns. Most studies

used self-reported skill development and used one psychological literacy defi-

nition to select measures. Measures were diverse, suggesting inconsistent

operationalisation.

Conclusion: Longitudinal studies are needed to avoid confounds of age and

skill development prior to university. The definition used in most studies

requires interpretation as it contains broad attribute descriptions. psychologi-

cal literacy needs a more concise definition to standardise assessment. Varied

conceptualisation and operationalisation suggest a construct validity assess-

ment is needed. As psychological literacy is understood in diverse ways in the

literature, there is a need to know what psychology educators understand

about the term and how it is applied in curricula.

KEYWORD S

literacy measurement, psychological literacy, psychology graduate attributes, psychology

graduate competencies, psychology skill development, systematic narrative review

What is already known about this topic?

• Psychological literacy is a broad term for the acquisi-
tion of discipline-specific and generalisable skills, typi-
cally described as psychology graduate attributes.

• This concept is influential in shaping psychology cur-
riculum design and policy globally.

• Approaches to measuring psychological literacy and
the research quality of these methods have not been
systematically evaluated.
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What this topic adds?

• This is the first systematic review of psychological liter-
acy research.

• This study demonstrates that psychological literacy
attributes have been conceptualised and operationalised
in various ways, highlighting the need for a consistent
conceptualisation of psychological literacy.

• This review also reveals a need to consider educator
understandings and the implementation of psychologi-
cal literacy in university curricula.

1 | INTRODUCTION

A psychologically literate graduate possesses the attributes
(knowledge, skills, and attitudes) that are fundamental to
the discipline of psychology (McGovern et al., 2010). For
validity, PL must be defined in a consistent way, so it is
important to identify the attributes that have been classed
under this term. In addition, it is essential that the assess-
ment of attributes draw upon an evidence-based approach.
This article reviews how PL has been conceptualised and
measured in studies of psychological literacy which focus
on graduates of undergraduate psychology curricula.

The first use of the term “psychological literacy” was
by Boneau (1990). Boneau sent questionnaires to authors
of psychology textbooks to create a list of the “top 100”
concepts in the field. In his view, the discipline could be
distilled to essential learnings—that is, a person possessing
this core knowledge could be considered “psychologically
literate.” Expanding on Boneau's notion of core knowl-
edge, McGovern et al. (2010) suggested nine attributes of a
psychologically literate person, which have been used as a
common definition of PL. The nine attributes are
described as: (a) having a well-defined vocabulary and
basic knowledge of the critical subject matter of psychol-
ogy; (b) valuing the intellectual challenges required to use
scientific thinking and the disciplined analysis of informa-
tion to evaluate alternative courses of action; (c) taking a
creative and amiable sceptic approach to problem solving;
(d) applying psychological principles to personal, social,
and organizational issues in work, relationships, and the
broader community; (e) acting ethically; (f) being compe-
tent in using and evaluating information and technology;
(g) communicating effectively in different modes and with
many different audiences; (h) recognizing, understanding,
and fostering respect for diversity; and (i) being insightful
and reflective about one's own and others' behaviour and
mental processes. (McGovern et al., 2010, p. 11). These
attributes reflect wider expectations of higher education
through the demand for transferable skills and cross-
cultural communication (World Economic Forum, 2016).

The McGovern et al. (2010) conceptualisation of PL is
commonly cited, but there is no unified definition
(Newstead, 2015). Cranney, Botwood, and Morris' (2012,
p. iii) definition of PL, “the general capacity to adaptively
and intentionally apply psychology to meet personal, pro-
fessional and societal needs,” is also commonly cited. In
addition to PL, is the term “psychologically literate citi-
zen” or PLC (Cranney & Dunn, 2011); an extension
including citizenship qualities. Newstead (2015) argued
that there would be a challenge in developing methods to
assess “citizenship,” so PLC is currently considered aspi-
rational. The extent to which these terms overlap and
produce conceptual confusion is not yet understood.

As the McGovern et al. (2010) attributes are descriptions,
they require translation into measurable constructs. For
empirical studies which assess whether graduates are “psy-
chologically literate,” a consistent operationalisation of these
descriptions is required. Inconsistent conceptualisations of
PL are likely to result in diverse measurement approaches; a
lack of consistency in definition and measurement means
threats to reliability and validity. Roberts, Heritage, and Gas-
son (2015, p. 1) state that “for themeasurement of psycholog-
ical literacy to progress there is a need to identify/develop
and evaluate objective measures of psychological literacy”,
and more work is needed to demonstrate construct and dis-
criminant validity (Heritage, Roberts, &Gasson, 2016).

The concept of PL has been influential to accreditation
bodies in USA, Australia, and the UK. PL provides a com-
mon language for discussing the required competencies
for psychology programs and aims to “be a global, com-
mon denominator outcome among psychology faculty”
McGovern et al. (2010, p. 10). PL has influenced the con-
tent that university-level psychology students should be
taught by incorporation into the American Psychological
Association (APA) Quality Benchmarks (Halpern et al.,
2010). Because of the potential impact PL has on the com-
petencies that students develop by the end of their qualifi-
cation, it is important that this construct is standardised,
and that the measurement approaches to determine stu-
dent development of PL are reliable, valid, and evidence-
based (Zinkiewicz, Hammond, & Trapp, 2003).

Two authors have discussed the research surrounding
PL using a narrative (Murdoch, 2016) and opinion format
(Newstead, 2015). Both state that there is no standardised
method for assessment of PL, with research currently in an
exploratory phase. Newstead (2015) also questioned whether
there is agreement over the dimensions that constitute
PL. The current review extends the work of both Newstead,
and Murdoch (2016) through a systematic analysis of PL
research. The following research questions are posed:

1. What methods to measure PL have been employed in
a university-level psychology context?
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2. What are the methodological strengths and weak-
nesses of the measurement of PL?

3. How has PL been interpreted and operationalised in
studies that measure PL?

2 | METHOD

2.1 | Inclusion criteria

Research studies were eligible for inclusion if a measure of
PL was a reported outcome, and where the research con-
text was undergraduate psychology. Only studies written
in English were included. While not focusing on students,
Boneau (1990) and Tomcho and Foels (2017) were
included for their relevance to the development of the con-
struct and subsequent effect on university learning con-
texts. One study (Chester, Burton, Xenos, & Elgar, 2013)
was excluded as PL measurement results were published
in a related article (Burton, Chester, Xenos, & Elgar, 2013).

2.2 | Search strategy

We consulted an expert librarian to devise search terms
and select appropriate databases to identify published
studies and relevant grey literature (search strategy pro-
vided in Table 1). PsycINFO (Ovid), Web of Science,
Scopus, ProQuest, and Google Scholar were searched
between September and November 2018, and again in
April 2019.

2.3 | Study selection

Duplicates from multiple database searches were
removed (n = 182 total documents, see Figure 1). We
located n = 3 additional resources using Google Scholar,

including an unpublished compendium of case studies
(Taylor & Hulme, 2018). Screening of titles was con-
ducted, and abstracts were reviewed against a priori
inclusion criteria (see below). Studies were then checked
for relevance in full-text format.

Articles were included if they were primary research,
had a measure of PL, were published in English and
aimed at university-level psychology education. Title and
abstract screening excluded n = 47 studies as n = 13 were
not primary research articles, n = 30 studies did not mea-
sure PL and n = 4 were not related to psychology teaching
practice in a higher education. Full-text article assessment
excluded n = 42 studies for not including a measure of PL.

2.4 | Methods to measure psychological
literacy

A modified Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) systematic review
methodology was followed (Moola et al., 2017). The JBI
method is a recognised approach to evaluating empirical
research. Because of the paucity of eligible studies in the
area, this review is narrative in scope rather than a system-
atic review; however, we adopted a systematic approach to
searching, appraising, and synthesising the literature.

2.5 | Assessment of methodological
quality

An appraisal checklist of 12 questions was developed
by the researchers, informed by JBI critical appraisal
checklists used for quasi-experimental and cross-sectional
studies (Moola et al., 2017; Tufanaru, Munn, Aromataris,
Campbell, & Hopp, 2017). Two authors (SN & ACH) then
independently evaluated the methodological quality of stud-
ies that passed the full-text assessment, with consensus via
discussion where there were differences in rating (Table 2).

TABLE 1 Search strategy

Database Search Scope Results (n=)

PsycINFO(OVID) (“Psychological Literacy” or “Psychologically
Literate”).ti,ab

Titles and abstracts 67

Web of Science TITLE:((“Psychological Literacy” or
“Psychologically Literate”))

Titles 29

Scopus (ABS (“Psychological Literacy” OR
“Psychologically Literate”) OR TITLE
(“Psychological Literacy” OR “Psychologically
Literate”))

Titles and abstracts 48

ProQuest Central ab(“Psychological Literacy” or “Psychologically
Literate”) OR ti(“Psychological Literacy” or
“Psychologically Literate”)

Titles and abstracts 38
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2.6 | Approaches to defining
psychological literacy

The McGovern et al. (2010) definition has been
reported as “the most substantial, well-accepted, and
heavily referenced definition to date” (Roberts et al.,

2015, p. 2), so PL researchers typically use these
descriptions of PL attributes to develop measures of
PL. Analysis was conducted to determine whether there
was consistency in the conceptualisation and subse-
quent operationalisation of McGovern et al.'s (2010)
attributes (Table 3).

Records identified through 
database searching (n = 182)

Additional records identified 
through other sources (n = 3)

Records after duplicates removed 
(n = 95)

Records screened (title 
and abstract) (n = 95)

Records excluded 
(n = 47)

Full-text articles 
assessed for eligibility 
(n = 48)

Full-text articles 
excluded based on a 
priori criteria (n = 42)

Studies included in 
systematic narrative 
review (n = 6)

Id
en
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cl
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FIGURE 1 PRISMA process of

study selection and inclusion. Source:

(Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, &

Altman, 2009)

TABLE 2 Critical appraisal results for included studies

Author Q1a Q2b Q3c Q4d Q5e Q6f Q7g Q8h Q9i Q10j Q11k Q12l

Boneau (1990) Y Y Y N NA NA NA NA NA Y N U

Burton et al. (2013) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y U U

Heritage et al. (2016) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y N N Y N Y

Morris, Cranney, Jeong, and Mellish (2013) Y Y Y Y N N N Y N Y Y Y

Roberts et al. (2015) Y Y U Y Y Y Y N N Y Y Y

Tomcho and Foels (2017) Y Y N N N N Y N N Y N Y

Notes: Y = Yes; N = No; U = Unclear; NA = Not Applicable.
aQ1: Were testable hypotheses or research question(s) clearly stated?
bQ2: Was a clear definition of PL stated?
cQ3: Were sample inclusion and/or exclusion criteria clearly defined?
dQ4: Were undergraduate psychology students the population of interest?
eQ5: Were PL measures assessed for validity?
fQ6: Was reliability assessment data provided for this study?
gQ7: Were multiple-item measures of PL utilised?
hQ8: Were single-item measures of PL used?
iQ9: Was a repeated measure or longitudinal research design employed?
jQ10: Did the study rely on predominately self-report data?
kQ11: Were there any substantial issues with statistical analyses applied to the data?
lQ12: Was ethics approval sought and granted?

126 NEWELL ET AL.



T
A
B
L
E

3
M
cG

ov
er
n
et

al
.(
20
10
)
de
sc
ri
pt
or
s
m
at
ch

ed
w
it
h
re
se
ar
ch

er
co
n
ce
pt
ua

lis
at
io
n

A
u
th

or
H
er
it
ag

e
et

al
.(
20
16
)

M
or
ri
s
et

al
.(
20
13
)

R
ob

er
ts

et
al
.(
20
15
)

B
u
rt
on

et
al
.(
20
13
)

A
tt
ri
bu

te
1

P
sy
ch

ol
og
ic
al

kn
ow

le
dg

e
G
A
1:

D
is
ci
pl
in
e
kn

ow
le
dg

e
an

d
it
s

ap
pl
ic
at
io
n

A
bi
lit
y
to

id
en

ti
fy

m
is
co
n
ce
pt
io
n
s
ab
ou

t
ps
yc
h
ol
og
y

K
n
ow

le
dg

e
an

d
un

de
rs
ta
n
di
n
g

A
tt
ri
bu

te
2

Sc
ie
n
ti
fi
c
T
h
in
ki
n
g

—
po

ss
es
si
n
g
a
n
ee
d
fo
r
co
gn

it
io
n

C
ri
ti
ca
lt
h
in
ki
n
g

A
tt
ri
bu

te
3

C
ri
ti
ca
lt
h
in
ki
n
g

G
A
3:

C
ri
ti
ca
la

n
d
cr
ea
ti
ve

th
in
ki
n
g
sk
ill
s

di
sp
os
it
io
n
fo
r
cr
it
ic
al

th
in
ki
n
g

Pr
ob

le
m
-s
ol
vi
n
g

A
tt
ri
bu

te
4

A
pp

lic
at
io
n
to

is
su
es

G
A
6:

L
ea
rn
in
g
an

d
ap

pl
ic
at
io
n

B
el
ie
f
th
at

ps
yc
h
ol
og
y
co
ur
se
s
in
cl
ud

e
h
el
pi
n
g-
re
la
te
d
co
n
te
n
t
an

d
sk
ill
s

A
pp

lic
at
io
n

A
tt
ri
bu

te
5

A
ct
in
g
E
th
ic
al
ly

G
A
4:

V
al
ue

s
an

d
E
th
ic
s

In
te
gr
it
y

E
th
ic
s

A
tt
ri
bu

te
6

U
si
n
g/
ev
al
ua

ti
on

in
fo
rm

at
io
n

an
d
te
ch

n
ol
og
y

G
A
2:

R
es
ea
rc
h
M
et
h
od

s
Se
lf
-e
ff
ic
ac
y
in

in
fo
rm

at
io
n
lit
er
ac
y

Sc
ie
n
ti
fi
c
re
se
ar
ch

A
tt
ri
bu

te
7

C
om

m
u
n
ic
at
in
g
ef
fe
ct
iv
el
y

G
A
5:

co
m
m
un

ic
at
io
n
an

d
in
te
rp
er
so
n
al

sk
ill
s

Se
lf
-p
er
ce
iv
ed

co
m
m
un

ic
at
io
n
co
m
pe
te
n
ce

ac
ro
ss

m
ul
ti
pl
e
co
n
te
xt
s

C
om

m
un

ic
at
io
n

A
tt
ri
bu

te
8

R
es
pe
ct

fo
r
di
ve
rs
it
y

—
E
xp
er
ie
n
ce
d
an

d
en

ga
ge
d
in

in
te
ra
ct
io
n
s
w
it
h
di
ve
rs
e

gr
ou

ps
C
ul
tu
ra
lc
om

pe
te
n
ce

A
tt
ri
bu

te
9

Se
lf
/o
th
er

in
si
gh

t/
re
fl
ec
ti
on

—
Se
lf
-p
er
ce
iv
ed

in
si
gh

t
an

d
re
fl
ec
ti
on

to
ow

n
an

d
ot
h
er
s'

be
h
av
io
ur

Se
lf
-a
w
ar
en

es
s

N
ot
es
:A

tt
ri
bu

te
1:

H
av
in
g
a
w
el
l-
de
fi
n
ed

vo
ca
bu

la
ry

an
d
ba
si
c
kn

ow
le
dg

e
of

th
e
cr
it
ic
al

su
bj
ec
t
m
at
te
r
of

ps
yc
h
ol
og
y.
A
tt
ri
bu

te
2:

V
al
ui
n
g
th
e
in
te
lle

ct
u
al

ch
al
le
n
ge
s
re
qu

ir
ed

to
u
se

sc
ie
n
ti
fi
c
th
in
ki
n
g
an

d
th
e

di
sc
ip
lin

ed
an

al
ys
is
of

in
fo
rm

at
io
n
to

ev
al
ua

te
al
te
rn
at
iv
e
co
ur
se
s
of

ac
ti
on

.A
tt
ri
bu

te
3:

T
ak

in
g
a
cr
ea
ti
ve

an
d
am

ia
bl
e
sk
ep
ti
c
ap

pr
oa
ch

to
pr
ob

le
m

so
lv
in
g.
A
tt
ri
bu

te
4:

A
pp

ly
in
g
ps
yc
h
ol
og
ic
al

pr
in
ci
pl
es

to
pe
rs
on

al
,

so
ci
al
,a
n
d
or
ga
n
iz
at
io
n
al

is
su
es

in
w
or
k,

re
la
ti
on

sh
ip
s,
an

d
th
e
br
oa
de
r
co
m
m
un

it
y.
A
tt
ri
bu

te
5:

A
ct
in
g
et
h
ic
al
ly
.A

tt
ri
bu

te
6:

B
ei
n
g
co
m
pe
te
n
t
in

u
si
n
g
an

d
ev
al
u
at
in
g
in
fo
rm

at
io
n
an

d
te
ch

n
ol
og
y.
A
tt
ri
bu

te
7:

C
om

m
un

ic
at
in
g
ef
fe
ct
iv
el
y
in

di
ff
er
en

t
m
od

es
an

d
w
it
h
m
an

y
di
ff
er
en

t
au

di
en

ce
s.
A
tt
ri
bu

te
8:

R
ec
og
n
iz
in
g,
un

de
rs
ta
n
di
n
g,
an

d
fo
st
er
in
g
re
sp
ec
t
fo
r
di
ve
rs
it
y.
A
tt
ri
bu

te
9:

B
ei
n
g
in
si
gh

tf
u
la

n
d
re
fl
ec
ti
ve

ab
ou

t
on

e'
s

ow
n
an

d
ot
h
er
s'
be
h
av
io
ur

an
d
m
en

ta
lp

ro
ce
ss
es
.

NEWELL ET AL. 127



3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Psychological literacy definition
and conceptualisation of attributes

McGovern et al.'s (2010) nine attributes were referenced by
four of the included studies (Burton et al., 2013; Heritage
et al., 2016; Morris et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015) which
supports assertions that this is the most commonly-cited
definition (Newstead, 2015; Roberts et al., 2015; Taylor &
Hulme, 2015). Four studies used multiple definitions in the
same article (Burton et al., 2013; Heritage et al., 2016; Mor-
ris et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015), referring to both
McGovern et al. (2010) and Cranney et al. (2012) definition.

The four studies that referred to McGovern et al. (2010)
attributes were compared to determine consistency
between studies (Table 3). Three attributes have been con-
ceptualised consistently among researchers: Attribute 1 is
consistently conceptualised as “knowledge of core psychol-
ogy concepts”; Attribute 4 relates to applying this knowl-
edge to real-world contexts; and Attribute 7 is uniformly
conceptualised by researchers as “communication skills”
(demonstrated across multiple contexts). Other attributes
have varied conceptualisations. Attribute 5 has been under-
stood as ethics, values or integrity, which suggests
researchers are unsure whether to classify (and therefore
measure) as a skill or disposition. Attribute 8 is also varied
in conceptualisation as either as the valuing of diversity or a
skill (such as “cultural competence”). Although, the origi-
nal description (McGovern et al., 2010) of Attribute 8 aligns
more with understanding and recognition, rather than an
applied skill. Finally, Attribute 9 is operationalised as
“insight,” “self-awareness” or “reflective capability.” Fur-
ther analysis of Table 3 highlights Attribute 6 asmost varied
in conceptualisation: understood in terms of “research
methodology” or “information literacy.” Confusion is evi-
dent betweenMcGovern et al.'s (2010) Attribute 2 (“valuing
the intellectual challenges required to use scientific think-
ing and the disciplined analysis of information to evaluate
alternative courses of action”) and Attribute 6 (“being com-
petent in using and evaluating information and technol-
ogy”), which suggests difficulty in separating the two
attribute descriptions.

3.2 | Critical appraisal of psychological
literacy empirical studies

Six empirical studies met the inclusion criteria. In line
with inclusion criteria, undergraduate psychology educa-
tion was the research context for all studies. Undergradu-
ate psychology students were the target population for
four of the studies, and two studies focused on textbook

authors and psychology educators. Table S1 outlines the
characteristics of the studies selected for appraisal. The
selected studies were evaluated against methodological
quality criteria as per the JBI approach (Table 2).

Some statistical concerns were noted. For Morris
et al. (2013), multiple comparisons were performed with-
out correction for experiment-wise error rate. While it is
debated in the literature whether this is necessary, many
authors argue for it (Holm, 1979; Perrett, Schaffer,
Piccone, & Roozeboom, 2006).

Repeated measures or longitudinal research designs
provide important information about the development of
PL across student cohorts and to control for prior skill
development and experience. One article utilised a longi-
tudinal or repeated measures research design; Burton
et al. (2013) employed an intervention with first and third-
year undergraduate psychology students, with pre-post
survey results measured from one semester length (four
months). Skill improvement was not observed in the third-
year cohort; however, the intervention (rather than the
measure) may explain results. Incongruity between the
aims of the intervention module and the self-report mea-
sures may explain the absence of self-rated PL improve-
ment in third-year students, as the study aimed to develop
leadership skills in third-year students (not PL skills).

3.2.1 | Measurement instruments

Cross-sectional questionnaires (using Likert scales) were
the most common data collection method. As a conse-
quence, outcomemeasures are based on self-reported devel-
opment of competencies. While questionnaires were the
consistent data collection method, the measures were var-
ied. One study used single-item measures of PL exclusively
as the method of measurement (Morris et al., 2013); four
studies measured PL using multiple-item measures; and
Roberts et al. (2015) compared both single- and multiple-
itemmeasures of PL. As Roberts et al. (2015) acknowledges,
no validity or reliability data has been published for single-
item PL measures, and single-item measures may increase
measurement error in complex constructs such as PL.

3.2.2 | Validity

Half of the studies (n = 3) provided validity data for their
measures (Burton et al., 2013; Heritage et al., 2016; Roberts
et al., 2015). Roberts et al. (2015) and Heritage et al. (2016)
employed one test (non-self-report measure) in their multi-
item measure of PL: the Psychology Misconceptions Test
(Hughes, Lyddy, & Kaplan, 2013). Although this measure
appears to demonstrate face validity, critiques of this test
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indicate the inflation of misconception frequencies from
vague phrasing (Bensley & Lilienfeld, 2017). Whether stud-
ies that used the McGovern et al. (2010) PL descriptors to
select instruments (Burton et al., 2013; Heritage et al., 2016;
Morris et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015) provide face validity
should be investigated further.

Heritage et al. (2016) aimed to establish known-groups
validity but the measures weakly discriminated between
psychology and non-psychology students, so there is limited
evidence for discriminant validity. Davidson (2014, p. 151)
defines known-groups validity as “demonstrated when a
test or questionnaire can discriminate between two groups
known to differ on the variable of interest”. A likely expla-
nation is the issue of confounding variables. Heritage et al.
controlled for confound of “year of enrolment” by splitting
data into cohorts (first- and second-year students); however,
this assumes students have had the same experience prior
to entering university or are enrolled in their first degree.
Similarly, age is a possible confound, as it relates to experi-
ence. In Burton et al. (2013), year-level comparisons were
insufficient as the average age of the first-year cohort was
higher than third-year participants. This issue was also
observed in Morris et al. (2013); although, psychology year
levels were adjusted to control for number of psychology
units completed.

3.2.3 | Reliability

Three studies provided reliability information for their
PL measures (Burton et al., 2013; Heritage et al., 2016;
Roberts et al., 2015). Roberts et al. (2015) used two sepa-
rate samples to investigate whether the factor structure
would be constant across measures. However, results
suggested that the factor of “critical thinking” loaded dif-
ferentially across samples. Roberts et al. (2015) adapted
an established scale, the “self-reflection and insight scale”
(Grant, Franklin, & Langford, 2002), to measure the abil-
ity to reflect and identify others' mental processes and
behaviours. It is unclear how this affects the reliability of
the measure, as the original values of good internal reli-
ability do not apply to an adapted measure.

4 | DISCUSSION

This review examined how PL has been conceptualised
and measured in empirical research. The results of this
study highlight the problematic nature of multiple defini-
tions and how a lack of standardisation in assessment
prevents result generalisation.

The McGovern et al. (2010) definition was most fre-
quently cited in the selected articles, as such, it represents

the most influential definition in the development of PL
measures. Some researchers employed multiple defini-
tions of PL in the same article (Burton et al., 2013; Heri-
tage et al., 2016; Morris et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015)
citing definitions by Cranney and Dunn (2011) or
Cranney et al. (2012) as well as McGovern et al. (2010).
Researchers trying to achieve congruence between these
definitions may explain the variations to PL con-
ceptualisations as observed in Table 3.

Inconsistencies in PL definitions may have also arisen
due to confusion between the related terms PLC and
PL. The published chapter containing the common PL defi-
nition in McGovern et al. (2010, p. 10) also refer to a “psy-
chologically literate citizen” possessing an aptitude for
“social and ethical responsibility” and participating in criti-
cal thought within their community. This aligns more with
the broad conceptualisation provided by Cranney and
Dunn (2011). There also appears to be overlap in the way
PL and PLC are conceptualised regarding ethics, critical
thinking and the application of psychological knowledge.
To this, McGovern et al. (2010) state that these are separate
but related concepts, as have other authors (see Roberts
et al., 2015; Taylor & Hulme, 2015, p. 2); but reference to
both terms in the same publicationmay increase confusion.

Varied conceptualisations of McGovern et al. (2010)
have resulted in diverse measures of PL. Often, the original
descriptions of attributes have been reduced to one or two
words, for example, “critical thinking.” Conceptualisations
that include both critical thinking and problem-solving
demonstrate the confusion (and possible interrelatedness) of
two attributes: “valuing the intellectual challenges required
to use scientific thinking and the disciplined analysis of
information to evaluate alternative courses of action” and
“taking a creative and amiable skeptic approach to problem
solving.” Sternberg, Roediger III, and Halpern (2007), p. 6)
define “critical thinking” as a “kind of thinking involved in
solving problems… using skills that are thoughtful and effec-
tive for the particular context and type of thinking task.”
Hence, PL should include the attribute of understanding the
contexts of application; further, educators need to develop
reliable assessmentmethods for this attribute.

A relationship between “critical thinking” (interpreta-
tion of Attribute 2) and “self-awareness” (interpretation
of Attribute 9) has been suggested by Burton et al. (2013),
with both loading onto the same “general psychological
literacy” subscale. This is also evident in the critical
thinking disposition scale used in both Roberts et al.
(2015) and Heritage et al. (2016), which includes a reflec-
tive scepticism subscale. Burton et al. (2013, p. 138)
asserts that a hierarchical relationship exists between
critical thinking, problem-solving and self-awareness,
where the former two are precursors for the latter: “the
skills of critical thinking and problem-solving are
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important … for them to develop the self-awareness and
resilience needed to cope with the challenges of first
year”. Indeed, self-awareness could be interpreted as
Attribute 9 in McGovern et al. (2010), but the extent to
which this is a hierarchical relationship remains unclear.

Attribute 7 (“communicating effectively in different
modes andwithmany different audiences”) was interpreted
in the same manner across multiple studies, although these
studies acknowledged that communication skills were to be
demonstrated across multiple contexts. The specific com-
munication skills required should be defined. Other articles
that inform PL research suggest that because communica-
tion is required to convey key concepts, understanding of
research methods and when reflecting on individual learn-
ing, oral communication skills affect or precede the devel-
opment of other skills (Turner & Davila-Ross, 2015). On
face value, these sound like individual PL attributes as
described in McGovern et al. (2010). But, McGovern et al.
(2010) PL describes siloed attributes. As a result, a hierar-
chical or interrelated structure of PL does not fit in this
conceptualisation. The current structure of attributes may
require revision as the evidence above suggests that some
descriptions may be interrelated. Attributes may depend
on, or develop alongside others and increases the need to
examine PL construct validity.

The dominant approach to measure PL skill develop-
ment is self-report, and reflects what Murdoch (2016) criti-
cises is an of over-reliance on “subjective measures” in
PL. Measuring skill development using self-report method
relies on appropriate levels of understanding and insight, as
both perception of ability and judgement calibration can
threaten the validity of results. Problematically, some stud-
ies have also measured “insight” as an attribute (Burton
et al., 2013). This view is acknowledged by PL researchers,
that “additional research is needed that connects percep-
tions [of PL] to performance” (Morris et al., 2013, p. 60).
Similarly, Roberts et al. (2015, p. 1) acknowledged that “for
the measurement of psychological literacy to progress there
is a need to … identify/develop and evaluate objective mea-
sures of psychological literacy”. As a result, validated mea-
sures should be developed. However, for measures to be
validated, there needs to be validity for the construct of
validity. Currently, an assessment of PL construct validity is
absent in the literature.

This review reveals a need for longitudinal studies, to
avoid the effect of experience prior to university. Over-
looking the extent to which students enter university
with developed skills is common, as Landrum and
McCarthy (2018, p. 58) explain:

psychology educators have a good idea about
a student's skill level within a particular
course, but less is known about their overall

skill levels at commencement…we currently
lack the resources or desire (and in some
cases, we may lack the measurement tools)
for meaningful skills assessment on a
national level over a longitudinal time frame.

The issue of unmeasured skill level at program com-
mencement is also reflected in PL research. Only one
repeated measures design tracked PL skill development
(Burton et al., 2013), but this was only over the length of one
course. As a result, longitudinal measures of PL are required
that compare starting skill level with program completion.

4.1 | Limitations

Studies were only incorporated for review if they specifi-
cally referred to PL. Additional studies that aimed to
develop and measure skill development in areas that may
align with PL definitions were not included (e.g., student
development of reflection capabilities or communication
skills). PL could be informed by other disciplines or profes-
sions such as medicine that have a well-established curricu-
lum for developing and assessing communication skills,
whichmay be included in an operationalised PL definition.

Other limitations relate to a lack of clarity in the PL
definition. Interpretations of PL attributes in McGovern
et al. (2010) were matched to descriptions (see Table 3). A
judgement was made where the match between interpre-
tation and attribute description was not explicit. Although
there appears to be task subjectivity as Valentine and Coo-
per (2005) state is an issue for assessing methodology, we
employed inter-rater comparisons and consensus to
reduce subjectivity. However, it is acknowledged that attri-
bute interpretations are a limitation of the study as these
judgements may not be congruent with the intentions of
the author. PL researchers could avoid interpretation
across studies by applying consistent numbering of
McGovern et al. attributes (as employed in Table 3).

One further limitation is the small sample of articles
that fit the predetermined criteria. Most literature identi-
fied for possible inclusion described PL development, but
presented no outcome measures, or outcome measures
that were misaligned with the construct of PL. As such,
the field requires additional research.

4.2 | Future directions

PL is a concept grounded in the current sociopolitical cli-
mate. Since Boneau (1990) consulted textbook authors
for core concepts of psychology, its constituents evolved
as stakeholders acknowledged the roles that psychology
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graduates serve in society (McGovern et al., 2010). Exter-
nal stakeholders (such as the government) demand
greater accountability of psychology education providers
and expect that a range of skills are developed. The extent
to which McGovern et al. (2010) have captured all
discipline-related knowledge, skills, and attitudes in their
attributes may require modification as varied con-
ceptualisations of attributes suggests there is little con-
sensus in an operationalised definition of PL. For
research in PL to proceed there is a need to examine
whether the construct demonstrates enough evidence for
construct validity.

It is clear from the varied conceptualisations of the
McGovern et al. (2010) attributes that conciseness is also
required. Distilling attribute definitions into operationalisable
constructsmay improvemeasurement consistency. A consen-
sus for the constructs underpinning PL will progress research
in a comparable way by improving the consistency of
operationalisation and measurement. Comparisons across
studies can also be facilitated by assigning numbers to attri-
butes (as practiced in this review). Consensus could be
achieved through consultation with experts in a similar pro-
cess to McGovern et al. (2010) or Boneau (1990), and may
result in a revised PL definition. Any revised definition should
also aim to resolve confusion over the related terms PL
and PLC.

As researchers use varied interpretations of the McGov-
ern et al. (2010) descriptors, it is plausible that the consumers
of the research (i.e., psychology educators and course coordi-
nators) may hold differing understandings of PL; including
how this could be applied in the curriculum. To progress,
there is a need to identify what educators currently under-
stand about this construct. Therefore, interviewing active
psychology educators about their understandings of PL could
inform how the term is understood in practice.
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A construct validity analysis of the concept of psychological literacy
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ABSTRACT
Objective: Psychological literacy has become influential as a concept to promote the value of a 
psychology degree to potential students and employers, particularly in the United States, the 
United Kingdom, and Australia. This influence is based upon an assumption that the concept of 
psychological literacy is valid. The objective of this paper is to examine relevant literature, 
identifying possible issues in providing evidence of validity for the construct.
Method: Messick’s unified validity framework was utilised to evaluate threats to the overall 
construct validity of psychological literacy. Broad literature such as empirical and case studies, 
reports, and opinion papers were included as sources for analysis. A content analysis was 
conducted to determine the level of consensus for proposed psychological literacy attributes.
Results: There was limited consensus for most attributes in the examined literature, which 
compromises construct validity according to Messick’s framework. However, five terms were 
cited in most papers. Consolidating these terms provides a conceptualisation of psychological 
literacy as the ability to apply scientific principles to psychology concepts in work and personal 
contexts.
Conclusion: Possible solutions to resolve construct validity threats are offered. Refining the 
concept requires further exploration of perceptions among key stakeholders such as psychol-
ogy teachers, students, and employers.  

KEY POINTS
What is already known about this topic:
(1) A substantial body of literature has been published that discusses the construct of psy-

chological literacy, but limited research (n=7) has measured the construct.
(2) A systematic narrative review of psychological literacy detailed concerns over multiple 

conceptualisations in studies that measured the construct.
(3) These prior findings revealed a need to evaluate the validity of the construct.
What this topic adds:
(1) This paper addresses the need for a construct validity assessment as identified in a previous 

systematic review.
(2) The validity assessment includes broader literature that was not included in the previous 

systematic review of measurement studies.
(3) A roadmap for future research is provided, identifying areas that must be addressed for the 

construct of psychological literacy to have validity.
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Psychology is a STEM+ discipline, purported to enable the 
development of a range of scientific, interpersonal, and 
communication skills (Trapp et al., 2011). As a result, psy-
chology graduates should be well placed to effect change 
in a range of contexts including personal and professional 
levels (Hulme et al., 2015). However, proposed funding 
cuts to university programmes in Australia (including the 
behavioural sciences) has increased pressure to 
demonstrate the employability and “job-readiness” of 
psychology graduates (Department of Education, 2019; 
Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2020). 

Thus, clear evidence of the skills, knowledge, and abilities 
that psychology graduates bring to the workforce is 
essential (Goedeke & Gibson, 2011).

Psychological literacy refers to the set of skills and 
attributes that students develop over the course of an 
undergraduate psychology degree (McGovern et al., 
2010). This concept has been gaining traction over 
the last decade and is a potentially unifying concept 
to articulate what a psychology degree uniquely adds, 
beyond what is developed in other disciplines. It could 
provide a lens to consider the value that a programme 
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has to the workforce, allowing the discipline to ratio-
nalise courses and resources. To substantiate the con-
cept, and demonstrate construct validity, evidence is 
needed to show how a psychology degree is distinct 
from other degree programmes. There must be a clear 
agreement in the attributes that equate with literacy in 
psychology, so we can be sure that our claims about 
the uniqueness and values of our programmes are 
valid.

Psychological literacy has been embraced as a useful 
concept by accreditation bodies such as the Australian 
Psychology Accreditation Council (APAC) and the British 
Psychological Society (BPS). These organisations have 
been influenced by the concept in the development of 
standards that must be met for a psychology degree to 
be accredited. These standards stipulate the “knowledge, 
skills and values that underpin students’ psychological 
literacy and which enable them to apply psychology to 
real life contexts” (British Psychological Society [BPS]], 
2019, p. 19). By influencing accreditation requirements, 
the concept of psychological literacy drives curricula. 
There may be profound and serious ramifications where 
concepts used to dictate how programmes and learning 
outcomes are designed are not valid.

There is an assumption that a standardised under-
standing of psychological literacy exists. A broad set of 
psychological literacy attributes is provided by McGovern 
et al. (2010): (1) having a well-defined vocabulary and 
basic knowledge of the critical subject matter of psychol-
ogy; (2) valuing the intellectual challenges required to use 
scientific thinking and the disciplined analysis of informa-
tion to evaluate alternative courses of action; (3) taking 
a creative and amiable sceptic approach to pproblem- 
solving (4) applying psychological principles to personal, 
social and organisational issues in work, relationships and 
the broader community; (5) acting ethically; (6) being 
competent in using and evaluating information and tech-
nology; (7) communicating effectively in different modes 
and with many different audiences; (8) recognising, 
understanding and fostering respect for diversity; and 
(9) being insightful and reflective about one’s own and 
others’ behaviour and mental processes. Although the 
McGovern definition is influential, it is not the only con-
ceptualisation of psychological literacy. Results from 
a recent systematic review (Newell et al., 2019) identified 
different conceptualisations in studies that aimed to mea-
sure psychological literacy. The extent to which different 
conceptualisations exist beyond measurement studies is 
unknown and is an important area for investigation, as 
attributes must be consistent in the literature for the 
concept of psychological literacy to be useful and valid.

Construct validity must incorporate various areas of 
validity and “subsumes other forms of validity evidence 

(e.g., content, convergent, discriminant validities)” 
(Stephens et al., 1995, p. 1022). Messick (1989) developed 
an umbrella construct validity framework that includes 
these types of validity as well as concerns for reliability. 
Messick explains the framework as “an integrated evalua-
tive judgment of the degree to which empirical evidence 
and conceptual rationales support the adequacy and 
appropriateness of inferences” (p. 13). As Poldner, 
Simons, Wijngaards and van der Schaaf explain, “in the 
educational measurement literature, the conceptual fra-
mework of construct validity by Messick is universally 
used . . . especially in the case of complex cognitive con-
structs” (Poldner et al., 2011, p. 23). The framework is well 
known and employed in education research studies (e.g., 
Baartman, Bastiaens, Kirschner & van der Vleuten, 2007; 
Poldner et al., 2011). In the current study, Messick’s frame-
work was used to assess issues for establishing validity of 
the construct within papers, and between conceptualisa-
tions. Identifying threats to construct validity has been 
applied in various disciplines (Crooks et al., 1996), parti-
cularly in education policy review (Neall & Tuckey, 2014; 
Stobart, 2001).

Aim and research questions

A recent systematic review paper (Newell et al., 2019) 
recommended an analysis of psychological literacy con-
struct validity as a priority for future research. This paper 
directly addresses this research gap by identifying any 
threats to Messick’s (1995) six aspects of construct validity 
across a broad range of sources. We investigated the 
current state of construct validity in all sources, including 
an analysis of conceptualisations in measurement stu-
dies, reports, case studies, editorials, opinion pieces, and 
discussion papers. The aim was to understand what psy-
chological literacy researchers agree are the unique attri-
butes of psychology degrees, providing clarity over 
agreement between sources. This was to determine 
Messick’s “content” aspect. A consequence of this analysis 
is also the identification of what is not consistent 
between conceptualisations. If this is substantially differ-
ent between authors, it is indicative of a threat to con-
struct validity, and consequently, means that the concept 
cannot be used in a meaningful way. We also aimed to 
determine threats to gathering evidence about psychol-
ogy’s point-of-difference against other disciplines.

Method

Data collection

An expert librarian was consulted to construct 
a strategy of search terms and relevant databases. 
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A titles and abstract search of the terms “psychological 
literacy” and “psychologically literate” was conducted 
in selected databases (Scopus, ProQuest, PsycINFO 
[Ovid], Web of Science and Google Scholar) in 
September and November 2018, September 2019, 
and February 2020. Authors were also contacted in 
May 2020 to identify relevant papers and papers in 
press. In total, 35 papers were identified for analysis.

Analysis procedure

Evidence of threats to the construct validity of psycho-
logical literacy was evaluated using Messick’s (1995) six 
validity aspects, which are outlined below. For the 
context aspect, a two-step process involved a manual 
scanning of documents for their conceptualisations of 
psychological literacy, as well as a text search for the 
terms “psychological literacy” and “psychologically lit-
erate” to ensure rigour in the document search (match-
ing the database search strategy). For the remaining 
five aspects, a collection table for each aspect was 
created to store cases of threats. From these data 
tables, the most representative case(s) of threats to 
establishing validity in psychological literacy studies 
(i.e. what authors classed as important issues to 
address in future research), were outlined in results.

Content aspect
This aspect requires specification of the knowledge, skills 
or dispositions that lie within the boundaries of psycho-
logical literacy. To satisfy the content aspect, there must 
be clear specification of what is relevant and representa-
tive of psychological literacy (Messick, 1995), with the 
exclusion of irrelevant content (Baartman et al., 2007).

A content analysis of conceptualisations was con-
ducted (Appendix), using Qualitative Content Analysis 
(QCA; Schreier, 2012). QCA categories were selected (see 
Table 1) by manually identifying relevant terms used 
across all 35 sources. The conceptualisations that were 
collated as Appendix, were searched using the Table 1 
search terms for each category. Sentences that included 
reference to these categories were collected (with author 
details) in separate data tables for each category. Where 
synonyms were needed to capture a category, for exam-
ple, “knowledge”, “principle”, “underst”, “content”, “sub-
ject”, these results were collated into one table, with 
duplicates removed. A frequency of papers in each cate-
gory was counted. The list of frequencies is presented in 
Table 1 with search terms for each category (i.e. “appl” 
retrieved applies, apply, application, applications). Second 
and third authors confirmed that the search terms were 
appropriate extractions from the conceptualisations in 
Appendix. In the case where the first author determined 

that synonyms were required to capture the category of 
interest, the second and third authors confirmed that 
these terms were appropriate to combine into one cate-
gory. Categories were also manually checked by the first 
author for relevance, with irrelevant entries removed. For 
example, the category of “mental” aimed to identify con-
ceptualisations discussing mental health or mental pro-
cesses, but “compartmentalised” was also returned 
during the search, which was deemed irrelevant and not 
coded to the category. Analyses also considered the dif-
ferent nature of categories, with conceptualisations from 
Appendix relating to both attributes and contexts listed 
as relevant to psychological literacy.

Substantive aspect
“Substantive” construct validity appraises whether 
measures authentically capture the construct of inter-
est. For example, if psychological literacy is conceptua-
lised as including “problem solving”, then the measure 
must objectively assess “problem solving” (e.g., ability 
to actually solve a problem), rather than a proxy (e.g., 
self-reported perception of the ability to problem- 
solve). Papers were examined for threats to this aspect 
and a data table was developed to contain all cases 
and literature extracts. For the following four aspects 
data tables were similarly constructed.

Structural aspect
The structural aspect evaluates whether the approach to 
measuring a construct matches an accepted conceptua-
lisation of that construct. This approach should also 
include any proposed relationships between psycholo-
gical literacy attributes in any conceptualisation.

Generalisability aspect
Generalisability is concerned with reproducibility of 
results in other conditions or with other participants 
(Poldner et al., 2011), or the ability to generalise perfor-
mance assessment across measures of different aspects 
of the same attribute (Linn et al., 1991; Messick, 1994).

External aspect
“External” refers to evidence of convergent (correlation 
between the same psychological literacy attribute across 
related studies) and discriminant validity (distinguishing 
unrelated constructs from psychological literacy) 
(Campbell & Fiske, 1959).

Consequential aspect
This aspect relates to the consequences of assessing 
psychological literacy, such as improved student learn-
ing, and includes concerns for bias and social demands 
related to testing. To satisfy the consequential aspect, 
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results cannot be attributed to biases due to method 
design or demands arising from testing conditions.

Results

Evidence of threats to construct validity were collated 
for each aspect. Where threats to Messick’s six aspects 
were identified, at least one case is presented in detail, 
with implications for establishing psychological lit-
eracy construct validity outlined.

Test of threats to the content aspect

An analysis of the various conceptualisations of psycho-
logical literacy (as presented in Appendix) revealed incon-
sistency in how psychological literacy is conceptualised. 
Five attributes were common among 50% or more of 
papers (more than 17 papers): knowledge, application, 
employ, science, self/person. What is gleaned from the 
qualitative content analysis is that the majority of authors 

agree on a version of the following as a conceptualisation 
of PL: apply scientific principles to psychology concepts 
in work and personal contexts. Table 1 presents the 
categories, search terms, frequency of authors and a list 
of authors for each category. Knowledge (knowledge, 
principle, understanding, content, subject) was refer-
enced in 26 papers (see Table 1 for author list). Appl 
(application, apply, applied, applies) was referenced by 
24 papers in their conceptualisation of psychological 
literacy. Employ (employed, employment, employable, 
employability, employer, employ), organis (organisation, 
organisational), profession (profession, professional, pro-
fessions), work (working, work, worker) and career (career, 
careers) were terms used collectively by 22 papers to 
conceptualise psychological literacy. Within the 22 refer-
ences (Table 1), n = 15 refer a context (i.e. work/profes-
sional setting), and n = 10 reference term as an attribute: 
employability (n = 2), psychology as a helping profession 
(n = 2), professional/career capabilities, recognise value to 
potential employers, professional values, communicate in 

Table 1. Qualitative content analysis frequencies.
Category Search Term(s) Papers (n)

Knowledge Knowledge/principle/underst/content/subject 26a,c,d,e,f,g,i,j,k,l,p,q,s,t,u,v,w,x,y,aa,ac,ad,ae,af,ag,ai

Application Appl 24a,d,e,g,i,j,k,m,o,p,q,s,t,u,v,w,x,y,ac,ad,ae,af,ag,ai

Employability Employ/organis/profession/work/career 22a,g,i,j,k,l,m,n,o,r,s,u,v,w,x,y,ab,ac,ad,ae,ah,ai

Science Scien/empiri 18b,e,f,g,j,m,n,o,p,t,u,w,x,z,ac,ad,ae,ah

Individual Person/self 18a,d,e,g,h,j,k,m,p,s,u,w,x,y,ac,ad,ae,ai

Community Soci/communit 17a,d,g,h,k,m,o,p,s,u,w,x,y,ac,ad,ae,ai

Problem-solving Issue/problem/solv/solution 16a,d,e,g,m,p,s,t,u,w,x,y,ac,ad,ae,ai

Reflection Reflect 13a,g,h,r,s,t,u,w,ab,ac,ad,ae,ai

Critical Critical 13b,f,h,j,k,l,p,q,t,w,x,ae,ai

Communication Communic 12 g,j,k,l,q,u,w,x,ac,ad,ae,ah

Behaviour Behav 11e,g,l,s,u,w,x,ac,ad,ae,ai

Ethics Ethic 11 g,k,l,q,t,u,w,x,ac,ad,ae

Mental health Mental 11d,e,g,s,u,v,w,ac,ad,ae,ai

Insight Insight 10a,g,q,s,u,w,ac,ad,ae,ai

Interpersonal Relationship/interpersonal 9a,g,s,u,w,x,ac,ad,ai

Diverse Divers 7 g,q,u,w,ac,ad,ai

Evaluation Eval 7 g,u,w,x,ac,ad,ae

Generic Skills Gener 7b,k,n,o,r,y,ab

Global Global 7 j,n,o,u,ac,ad,af

Respect Respect 7 g,q,u,w,ac,ad,ai

Analytical Analy 6 g,p,u,w,ac,ad

Citizenship Citizen 6 j,o,u,ac,ad,af

Context Context 6d,q,s,u,ae,af

Creative creat 6 g,u,w,x,ac,ad

Research methods Research 6 j,k,l,x,ae,ah

Supporting Support/caring/helping 4d,ac,ad,af

Values Value 3 j,v,x

Cultural Cultur 2 h,aa

Evidence-based Evidenc 2x,ae

Disposition Disposition 2i,p

Attitude Attitude 1p

Perspective Perspective 1°
Teamwork Team 1ae

Wellbeing Wellbeing 1p

aBanyard and Hulme (2015), Beins et al. (2011), Boneau (1990), Brooker and Woodyatt (2019), Burton et al. (2013), Butler and Halpern 
(2013), Chester et al. (2013), Coulson and Homewood (2016), Cranney (2013), Cranney and Botwood (2012), Cranney, Botwood 
et al. (2012), Cranney and Dunn (2011), Cranney et al. (in press), Cranney et al. (in press), Cranney, Morris et al. (2012), and Geiss 
(2019);qHamilton et al. (2018);rHeritage et al. (2016), Hulme (2014), Hulme et al. (2020), Hulme et al. (2015), Kent and Skipper 
(2015), McGovern et al. (2010), Morris et al. (2013), Murdoch (2016), Murdoch et al. (2015), Newstead (2015), Roberts et al. (2015), 
Taylor and Coady (2019), Taylor and Hulme (2015), Taylor and Hulme (2018a), Taylor and Hulme (2018b), Tomcho and Foels (2017), 
Turner and Davila-Ross (2015), and Winstone and Kinchin (2017)
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a professional manner, pre-professional communication 
skills, knowledge of the profession, professional project 
work. Scien (scientific, science, scientist) and empiri 
(empirical, empiricist, empiricism) were referenced (col-
lectively) by 18 authors (Table 1). Self (self) and person 
(personal, person, persons) were identified in 18 papers. 
n = 16 references refer to term as a context; n = 6 refer-
ence term as an attribute: self-awareness (n = 4), self- 
management (n = 2).

Various attributes or skills related to professional 
conduct were identified such as generic, generalisable, 
work-ready/integrated skills or employability. For 
example, Turner and Davila-Ross (2015) conceptualise 
psychological literacy as the “ability to communicate 
research findings and scientific opinions to others in an 
accurate and professional manner” (p. 64). Some 
authors treat employability as a synonym for psycho-
logical literacy (Hill & Rennoldson in Taylor & Hulme, 
2018a). Kent and Skipper (2015) recognise employabil-
ity as an aspect of psychological literacy, by using 
psychological “knowledge to help themselves manage 
the recruitment and selection process” (p. 12). Taylor 
and Hulme (2018b) introduce case studies by both 
Cachia et al., and Reddy that view psychological lit-
eracy as “an approach to employability” (p. 366). Also, 
Cranney et al. (in press) discuss professional knowl-
edge, skills and abilities as reflective of psychological 
literacy, stating “professional/career KSAs are the evi-
dence-based skills that are relevant to employability 
(e.g., interpersonal skills, team-work, communication, 
critical thinking)” (p. 7). Two more categories were 
close to majority, with “problem-solving” (search 
terms consisting of: issue, problem, solv, solution) 
identified in 16 conceptualisations, and 17 papers 
including “community” (society, social, societal, com-
munity, communities) as a relevant context to demon-
strate psychological literacy.

Considering that a minority of attributes were com-
mon between 50% or more papers, it indicates that 
there is considerable variation in attributes. For exam-
ple, perspective, team, and wellbeing were only men-
tioned by one paper, respectively; other attributes only 
mentioned marginally more often: cultur(e,al) (n = 2), 
divers(e,ity) (n = 7), respect(ful) (n = 7). Citizens/citizen-
ship was mentioned in the conceptualisation of psy-
chological literacy of six papers, and the role of 
psychology as a helping profession: (n = 4). Less con-
sensus exists for “values” (n = 3), “attitudes” (n = 1), and 
“dispositions” (n = 2). The content aspect of construct 
validity requires that measures are both relevant and 
representative of psychological literacy. The results 
shown in Table 1 suggest that there is little agreement 
over which attributes are relevant and representative 

of psychological literacy, which is problematic for the 
construct validity of published research.

Test of threats to the substantive aspect

A serious threat is the differing ways of defining psy-
chological literacy (as presented in Appendix). The 
limited consensus outlined in the content aspect 
(above) is problematic for the establishment of sub-
stantive construct validity, as this aspect requires that 
assessment methods align with what was intended to 
be measured. It is difficult to ensure that the methods 
selected to assess psychological literacy align, without 
a unified conceptualisation of psychological literacy. 
However, other threats to the construct validity of 
papers will be presented to identify future research 
considerations.

Psychological literacy skill development assessed by 
self-report represents a major threat to substantive con-
struct validity. In Newell et al. (2019) the majority of 
studies utilised self-report measures of psychological lit-
eracy (Boneau, 1990; Burton et al., 2013; Heritage et al., 
2016; Morris et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015; Taylor & 
Coady, 2019; Tomcho & Foels, 2017). Skill development 
measured by self-report does not provide evidence that 
students can demonstrate skills, as it is unclear whether 
student perception of self-competency equates to com-
petency without skill demonstration.

Test of threats to the structural aspect

Two papers (Burton et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2015) 
aimed to address the need for clarifying the structure of 
psychological literacy attributes through factor analyses, 
with a comparison of their results presented in Table 2. 
On inspection, Burton et al.’s “general psychological lit-
eracy” factor resembles Roberts et al.’s “generic graduate 
attributes”. There is agreement over “applying psycholo-
gical principles to personal, social, and organisational 
issues in work, relationships, and the broader commu-
nity” (attribute four; McGovern et al., 2010, p. 11) being 
unique to psychology; reported as both “domain specific” 
in Burton et al. and as a separate latent factor (“psychol-
ogy as a helping profession”) in Roberts et al. However, 
discipline knowledge (attribute one) has been classified 
as general in Roberts et al., but domain specific in Burton 
et al. Two issues for construct validity are then evident: 
a lack of conceptual agreement (as presented in the 
content section above), and limited agreement for the 
structure of psychological literacy from empirical studies. 
There is agreement between conceptualisations from 
Appendix and factor analyses in Table 2. A scientific 
approach and information literacy are classed as generic 
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(Burton et al.; Murdoch, 2016; Roberts et al). An area of 
contradiction, however, is the classification of “applica-
tion”. Application has been classified as psychology- 
specific in factor analyses, but a generic skill by 
Murdoch. This depends on the definition of “application”, 
as Murdoch views this skill as involving communication, 
group process skills and process thinking. However, there 
is consensus that communication skills are generic, as 
documented in Burton et al., Cranney, Morris et al. 
(2012), and Murdoch. These results demonstrate that 
more clarification is needed to identify what is unique 
to psychology, and what is a complimentary, generic 
attribute.

Test of threats to the generalisability aspect

Generalisability is concerned with reproducibility. 
Replication is a problem in part because of the paucity 
of psychological literacy research. In the studies where 
replication has been attempted, there is insufficient 
evidence for replicability. There was only one attempt 
at replication reported in a review of measurement 
studies (Newell et al., 2019), where Roberts et al. (2015) 
attempted to replicate the factor structure from their 
first sample but were unable to replicate these results in 
their second sampling phase.

Test of threats to the external aspect

Convergent validity
This aspect relies on adequate conceptualisation of the 
concept. Specifically, a succinct delineation of the struc-
tural dimensions of the concept: a consistent understand-
ing of relationships, and any hierarchy within the 
conceptualisation. A notable issue lies in the case study 
literature (Taylor & Hulme, 2018a, 2018b), which aimed at 
developing a myriad of skills (broadly defined under the 
banner of psychological literacy). The varied beliefs of 
what psychological literacy includes (as outlined in 
Appendix) makes the exploration of relationships 

between attributes unachievable. Although some studies 
aimed to outline these relationships, factor analyses 
demonstrate limited convergence as observed in 
Table 2 and represent a threat to convergent validity. 
Additionally, as reported previously (Newell et al., 2019), 
there is a lack of congruence between measurement 
approaches with Roberts et al. (2015) reporting a lack of 
convergent validity between single measures from 
Burton et al. (2013), and multiple measures matched to 
each of McGovern et al.’s (2010) attributes. This example 
is relevant to the assessment of construct validity as the 
lack of convergent validity is a notable threat.

Discriminant validity
In Newell et al. (2019), there was a reported lack of 
discriminant validity, which has implications for the 
establishment of psychological literacy construct valid-
ity. In summary, a threat to discriminant validity was 
observed in a study that aimed to use psychological 
literacy measures to discriminate between psychology 
students and speech pathology students (Heritage 
et al., 2016). The measures selected for this study only 
weakly differentiated between psychology and non- 
psychology cohorts, so the external aspect is limited 
by this threat. Recent research conducted by Taylor 
and Coady (2019) also aimed to demonstrate psycho-
logical literacy discriminant validity between students 
of five disciplines (business, health, IT, law, and psy-
chology). The measures selected for the study were not 
able to significantly differentiate between disciplines, 
except for “knowledge of psychological concepts” 
where business students self-rated significantly higher 
than other disciplines (including psychology). Whether 
the self-report measure represented an appropriate 
proxy is discussed in the substantive aspect, but this 
study did not provide definitive evidence of discrimi-
nant validity for psychological literacy. Reports that 
suggest students should develop “x” attribute do not 
discuss how non-psychology students differ in the 
development of the attribute. Similarly, case studies 

Table 2. Comparison of factor structures.
McGovern et al. (2010, p. 11)  
Attribute Burton et al. (2013) Subscale Roberts et al. (2015) Subscale

Attribute 1 Domain specific General Graduate Attribute
Attribute 2 General psychological literacy † General Graduate Attribute †
Attribute 3 General psychological literacy † General Graduate Attribute †
Attribute 4 Domain specific ‡ Psychology as Helping Profession ‡
Attribute 5 Domain specific General Graduate Attribute
Attribute 6 Domain specific General Graduate Attribute
Attribute 7 General psychological literacy † General Graduate Attribute †
Attribute 8 General psychological literacy Separate Construct, Interactional Diversity
Attribute 9 General psychological literacy † Reflective Processes (2 subscales); General Graduate Attribute (1 subscale) †

† = “general” in both studies; ‡ = unique to psychology.

AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF PSYCHOLOGY 467



also do not mention whether other cohorts or disci-
plines also are exposed to skill development of the 
desired attribute(s).

Test of threats to the consequential aspect

When developing a measure of psychological literacy, 
the methodology used is important for the manage-
ment of bias or social threats. Some studies have 
employed a rating of concepts that they deemed to be 
essential to psychology (Boneau, 1990; Tomcho & Foels, 
2017). Boneau did permit the addition of concepts for 
rating, but Tomcho and Foels did not permit raters to 
add to their proscribed lists of concepts available for 
rating. This is important for validity as there may have 
been concepts more important to raters than those 
presented. The approach taken by Tomcho and Foels 
represents a threat to the consequential aspect by not 
allowing educators to add to the list of concepts. If fewer 
concepts are provided, it increases the chance of 
inflated ratings for included concepts.

A second case demonstrates a consequential aspect 
threat: Morris et al.’s (2013) participants included first- to 
third-year psychology students. First- and third-year psy-
chology students completed cornerstone and capstone 
courses labelled as “specialist units”, where “the concept 
of PL [psychological literacy] is introduced. In the third- 
year capstone unit, students are asked to document in 
detail their development of each GA, and in their final 
journal task they are asked to explicitly reflect on PL, 
which has been discussed in the lecture and practical 
classes.” (p. 55). As the importance of psychological lit-
eracy and graduate attributes was emphasised in corner-
stone and capstone courses, authors expected that 
results were “enhanced by completing specialist psychol-
ogy units” (p. 55). The results refer to students’ self-report 
measures of awareness, development of, and importance 
of psychological literacy and graduate attributes. Morris 
et al. report that “a greater proportion of MajorSp [“major 
in psychology and had completed the specialist corner-
stone unit, and in the case of Year 3 students, the cap-
stone unit”, p.56] students were aware of the concept of 
PL than was the case in the other two groups [NoMajor 
(no psychology major); Major (major in psychology, but 
without the cornerstone unit completed)” (p. 56)]” 
(pp.57 – 59). Similar results were reported between stu-
dents that had taken the capstone/cornerstone units 
(labelled as “MajorSp”) compared to psychology majors 
that did not take these courses, “MajorSp students 
tended to rate development higher than did Major stu-
dents” (p. 59). As those students that did not take the 
specialist courses (namely second-year students, for 
which a specialist unit was not developed) reported 

lower awareness and development of PL, it represents 
a circular finding: this group of students had less knowl-
edge presumably because they had not been taught this 
material. There is also a question of the dual role of 
teacher and researcher (Boileau et al., 2018; Ferguson 
et al., 2004; Thomas et al., 2019). It has been suggested 
that the power imbalance from an educator also acting as 
researcher could affect data quality (Thomas et al.), as it 
may have been difficult for students to not rate psycho-
logical literacy as important while active in a course that 
introduced the importance of psychological literacy. It is 
not completely clear whether this is an issue for Morris 
et al.’s study, but it is worth reporting as a consideration 
for studies that utilise student populations.

Discussion and recommendations

To determine the validity of psychological literacy, stu-
dies were evaluated against Messick’s (1995) six aspects 
of construct validity. Analyses show heterogeneity in the 
skills and attributes attributed to psychological literacy, 
with more variability evident in additional reports and 
theoretical papers evaluated in this study. This variation 
in how psychological literacy is conceptualised prevents 
comparisons between studies and limits the establish-
ment of an evidence-base for the validity of psychologi-
cal literacy. Content validity was difficult to establish and 
had implications for subsequent aspects. However, 
identifying issues through the lens of other aspects 
allowed for a broader consideration of validity, and to 
progress research through recommendations to resolve 
these issues. Recommendations for resolving threats 
aligned with each aspect are presented below.

Content

Examining psychological literacy literature revealed 
broad views over what should constitute psychological 
literacy. However, there was a focus on application as 
central to psychological literacy, which reflects shifts in 
accreditation bodies towards competency-based stan-
dards. This is a move towards identifying outputs (evi-
dence of what students can do), rather than specifying 
curriculum inputs and hoping for outputs (Cranney, 
Morris et al., 2012; Hulme et al., 2020). A focus on com-
petency-based assessment is influenced by funding mod-
els, such as Australian government funding of programs, 
requiring accountability in relation to value for work 
readiness, or a general need to evidence “fit-for-purpose”.

The diversity of psychological literacy conceptualisa-
tion makes it difficult for authors to claim that their con-
ceptualisation is valid, with little agreement over included 
attributes. The boundaries between psychological literacy 
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and related ideas such as “employability” are not defined, 
with the Australian Psychological Society outlining 
employability as a psychology attribute (Australian 
Psychological Society [APS], 2012). Several authors also 
included employability in their conceptualisations of psy-
chological literacy (Cranney & Botwood, 2012; Cranney, 
Morris et al., 2012; Hulme et al., 2015). Developing grad-
uates who can participate in employment should be an 
aim for all disciplines, but the inclusion of “employability” 
in psychological literacy makes it more difficult to estab-
lish a standardised conceptualisation.

Messick (1995) stresses that the relevance and repre-
sentativeness of the attributes should be appraised by 
expert judgment. As psychological literacy is not defined 
in a standardised way, it is difficult to determine what 
attributes are relevant or irrelevant to the construct. 
Future research should aim to achieve agreement of 
desired psychological literacy attributes, so psychological 
literacy conceptual development constitutes the most 
pressing avenue for future research and curriculum 
development.

Conceptualisations were taken from any point in the 
paper where they outlined their view of what psycholo-
gical literacy is. These was usually located in the intro-
duction, but for Roberts et al. (2015) their factor analyses 
represented a refinement of their conceptualisation and 
was used instead. Based on this procedure, there was 
room for some judgment involved in this process; it is 
possible that the original authors of the manuscripts 
may have held an alternate view. However, we aimed 
to address this by discussing the content of Appendix 
among all authors of this paper, reviewing conceptuali-
sations, and cross-checking original sources.

Low consensus between conceptualisations for 
values, dispositions and attitudes suggests that these 
kinds of attributes are contentious in the literature. 
Geiss (2019) advocates that “we must nevertheless help 
our students to develop these critical psychological atti-
tudes without indoctrinating them” (p. 50). McGovern 
et al.’s (2010) statement, “cognitive and affective insight 
must go hand-in-hand with behavioral changes” (p. 24), 
has been critiqued by Murdoch (2016) suggesting that 
“this moves dangerously close to indoctrination if our 
students have to use their psychological literacy in ways 
approved by ‘us’” (p. 195). There was also less observed 
preference to view psychology as involving ‘helping or 
“supporting”, highlighting the tension related to the pur-
pose of a psychology degree. Roberts et al. (2015) present 
their conceptualisation of psychological literacy as invol-
ving a “supporting and caring dimension”, which they 
elaborate as “the helping aspects of psychology as 
a profession” (p. 7). Taylor and Hulme (2018b) suggest 
“this dimension is inherent in many learning and teaching 

activities in psychology and ultimately a motivator for 
many students to study psychology where psychology 
is viewed as a helping profession” (p. 362). Many more 
papers reference science (n = 18), including Beins et al. 
(2011), who propose “increases in beliefs that psychology 
is a science is analogous to improvements in psychologi-
cal literacy” (p. 13). The inclusion of terms like “science” in 
many conceptualisations suggests a preference for how 
the included papers want psychology education to be 
focused or viewed. Cranney, Morris et al. (2012) define 
this tension as a challenge for developing scientific lit-
eracy in students that do not possess a science back-
ground, as they are expecting to learn “how to help 
people” (p. 104). This is an area of future research. 
Examining a range of stakeholder opinions about the 
purpose and outcome(s) of a psychology degree, includ-
ing students, teachers and employers, will allow the defi-
nition of psychological literacy to be explored further.

Substantive

Difficulties in establishing content validity have substan-
tial implications for subsequent aspects. This is especially 
true when considering the broad range of literature con-
sulted in this paper, as it reveals greater heterogeneity in 
how psychological literacy is understood. In Newell et al. 
(2019) the main concern with self-report was the ability 
for students to have a calibrated estimation of their own 
skill development. In Messick’s (1994) conceptualisation 
of construct validity, self-report measures present con-
cerns for the substantive aspect: whether measures are 
an accurate representation of what we say we are mea-
suring. Essentially, whether self-reported psychological 
literacy is an appropriate proxy for the assessment of 
psychological literacy. We argue that what is being mea-
sured is student belief of, and/or awareness of, psycholo-
gical literacy, or student perception of skill development. 
Measures of psychological literacy that prioritise demon-
stration of skill development (matched to a standardised 
conceptualisation of psychological literacy) are required 
to satisfy this aspect (Messick, 1994). Taylor and Coady 
(2019) offer a method of comparing self-reported psy-
chological literacy with measures matched to 
a conceptualisation of psychological literacy. Comparing 
proxies and self-report is useful to determine whether 
self-reported psychological literacy is a valid representa-
tion of the construct. The measures selected in Taylor and 
Coady make comparisons difficult, as the proxies were 
scales that required self-rating, for example, in one paper, 
the proxy for “confidence in evaluating information” was 
the “information literacy self-efficacy scale” (Kurbanoglu 
et al., 2006). This scale requires participants to self-rate 
their confidence in “synthesising newly gathered 
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information with previous information” (Taylor & Coady, 
p. 3). However, this design should be used with proxies 
that observe the application of a skill, such as an assess-
ment of students’ ability to evaluate information, rather 
than the reporting of a skill.

If there is no unified conceptualisation to draw from, 
then there is no clarity for what constitutes the con-
struct and therefore, what to assess. Studies that have 
aimed to clarify this through factor analysis, have 
raised additional questions. Newstead (2015) suggests 
that results from psychological literacy factor analyses 
were an artefact of the selected measures. As the 
extracted factors change with different measures 
selected, these analyses demonstrate a threat for the 
construct validity of psychological literacy. There is 
a need to develop the conceptual basis of psychologi-
cal literacy and then conduct testing of the concept.

Structural

The structure of psychological literacy was explored by 
factor analysis in two studies (Burton et al., 2013; Roberts 
et al., 2015), with inconsistencies between attributes clas-
sified as general and domain-specific psychological lit-
eracy attributes highlighted in Table 2. There are possible 
explanations for the different factor structures of psycho-
logical literacy. Newstead (2015) suggests that results 
were an artefact of the selected measures, as extracted 
factors change with different measures selected. So, even 
though both studies selected measures to align with the 
same definition (McGovern et al., 2010), there may have 
been differences in how the definition was interpreted. 
These results also highlight a current issue in psychologi-
cal literacy research, that conceptual development is dri-
ven by theorists with limited testing of these ideas. The 
lack of consistency between factor analyses should be 
further examined through additional research, exploring 
how each attribute is defined. Specifically, the issue is 
whether attributes are classified as general or specific to 
psychology (see Table 2) and gaining a clearer picture of 
the attributes that differ across disciplines would provide 
some clarity to this. This is discussed further in the exter-
nal aspect below.

Generalisability

Problems with the reproducibility of psychological lit-
eracy factor analyses suggest there is not enough evi-
dence for the generalisability aspect. This is 
problematic as it suggests that psychological literacy 
factor structures may differ in additional samples, so 
trust in the reliability of measures and generalisability 
of findings are reduced. Conceptual development may 

provide evidence for generalisability, depending on 
result consistency in future research.

External

The lack of discriminant and convergent validity remains 
a significant barrier to establishing construct validity of 
the included papers. A possible resolution to the lack of 
discriminant and convergent validity is Murdoch’s 
(2016) recommendation to identify what attributes or 
skills are unique to psychology. Unfortunately, this 
would likely preclude many useful skills that psychology 
students develop within their degree. Furthermore, it 
may become apparent that psychology can lay claim to 
very few specific skills/attributes, which would be 
a challenge to the identity of the discipline at the under-
graduate level. Findings of this nature would mirror 
Cacioppo’s (2007) understanding of psychology as 
a hub science, who examined the mapping of a million 
journal citations by Boyack et al. (2005). Cacioppo’s 
conclusions revealed that “public health, neuroscience, 
neurology, radiology, cardiology, and genetics are 
among the sciences that fall between psychology and 
medicine, whereas education and gerontology fall 
between psychology and the social sciences” (p. 1).

Rather than just being related to knowledge from 
other disciplines, Murdoch (2016) considers literacy in 
psychology as hierarchical: “a higher order literacy that 
requires and incorporates other essential literacies . . . 
reading, numeracy (statistics), scientific (methodology, 
physiology, biology, and neuroscience), information and 
data, computer, emotional intelligence, cultural, and 
multicultural literacies” (p. 191). An example is provided 
in Murdoch’s paper, that information literacy (as psy-
chology-specific) includes the knowledge of “appropri-
ate search terms”, and for scientific literacy this would 
entail knowledge of double-blind methodologies as 
relevant to psychology. Coulson and Homewood 
(2016) also considered psychological literacy to include 
different hierarchical capabilities, namely “the capacity 
for meta-metacognition, for adaptive application of psy-
chological knowledge and for self-awareness” (p. 2). 
Other authors also suggest a form of sequential attribute 
development, concerning the category of “citizenship” 
(from Table 1), stating that “high end” psychological 
literacy constitutes psychologically literate citizenship 
(Cranney & Botwood, 2012, p. 9) The issue of unspecified 
boundaries and relationships within the concept results 
in difficulty in determining how psychology students 
differ to others. Reports that suggest students should 
develop “x” attribute do not discuss how non- 
psychology students differ in the development of the 
attribute. Similarly, case studies also do not mention 
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whether other cohorts or disciplines also are exposed to 
skill development of the desired attribute(s). The extent 
to which psychological literacy can be separated out 
from higher-order capabilities that are developed, as 
well as knowledge from other disciplines that are 
aligned through the view of psychology as a hub science 
is not yet understood. This is an area for future research. 
Determining what is unique to psychology education, 
according to a range of stakeholders, will provide 
a means to explore convergent and discriminant validity.

Consequential

Threats to the consequential aspect included concerns 
for the methods applied to gather data about psycholo-
gical literacy. In the presented cases, it was suggested 
that both studies could have employed additional safe-
guards to ensure that data were a true reflection of 
participants’ beliefs. Regarding the case of Tomcho and 
Foels (2017), participants should have been offered the 
opportunity to suggest concepts they believed were 
relevant to psychology. Future research should include 
methods for canvassing a more in-depth approach to 
extract potential concepts and attributes that could be 
added, giving more rigour to a conceptualisation of psy-
chological literacy.

Morris et al.’s (2013) study concluded that students 
who enrolled in specialist cornerstone (first-year) and 
capstone (third-year) courses that introduced psycholo-
gical literacy had greater awareness and appreciation of 
this concept, compared to a content-naive cohort (stu-
dents that have not taken these specialist units). This 
seems to be a methodologically flawed approach, given 
that the findings seem self-evident. Future studies that 
involve teacher-student assessments of psychological 
literacy should ensure that independent evaluators are 
employed to ensure distance between educator and 
researcher. Concerning the potential for bias, which is 
the focus of the consequential aspect, following this 
process may reduce the likelihood for socially desirable 
responses. Alternatively, Bartholomay and Sifers (2016) 
recommend that independent researchers could be 
responsible for participant recruitment.

Conclusions

Researchers and scholars have not been able to show 
consensus in the majority of proposed psychological 
literacy attributes. Consequently, the sources have not 
demonstrated construct validity. Due to variations in the 
attributes purported to represent the construct, it is 
difficult to provide evidence for content validity. As 

a result, threats to determining the substantive, struc-
tural, and external aspects were observed. These issues 
can be overcome with future research, such as defining 
the skills to be assessed (to satisfy substantive construct 
validity). Also, obtaining a clear definition of the struc-
ture of attributes and their classification as generic or 
discipline-specific (as evidence of the structural aspect). 
The external aspect could be satisfied with a clarification 
of the correlations present between proposed attri-
butes, which would highlight the attributes that are 
synonyms, developed in tandem, or sequentially.

As demonstrated in our content analysis, literature is 
one source of information that can be examined to 
determine consensus. It does appear that a small pool 
of researchers produces most of the work in this area, so 
it is important to consider additional perspectives of 
what the concept is. Understanding the views of 
a more diverse group is critical, which could involve 
consulting teachers and students, as well as other sta-
keholders such as employers, being mindful to mitigate 
socially desirable responses to satisfy the consequential 
aspect. Then, investigations into the extent to which 
other disciplines are exposed to the same skills, will 
allow us to refine what is uniquely developed in 
a psychology degree. This is key to psychological lit-
eracy’s usefulness as a concept.

Australian government grants from the former 
Office of Learning and Teaching (Cranney, Botwood 
et al., 2012) culminated in a set of recommendations 
to APAC to inform the development of future accred-
itation standards. A revision of graduate attributes was 
proposed, to “emphasise psychological literacy as the 
primary outcome of UG [undergraduate] psychology 
education” (Cranney, Botwood et al., 2012, p. 27). 
Psychological literacy is said to capture graduate attri-
bute lists in Australia (Cranney et al., in press), and 
recent recommendations propose viewing psychologi-
cal literacy as an “umbrella” outcome for programs 
(Cranney et al., in press). Internationally, “the momen-
tum to develop psychological literacy provision has 
been growing” (Cranney et al., in press, p. 19). With 
psychological literacy’s increasing influence, it has 
been claimed that the concept has the potential to 
determine the distinctiveness of the psychology 
undergraduate degree (Hulme et al., 2020). It provides 
a tool for universities to justify the value of 
a psychology degree to future employers, in an era of 
declining government funding. As such, it is imperative 
to ensure that the concept is valid. The threats identi-
fied in his paper and suggestions to remedy them 
represent tangible steps to the development of 
a valid psychological literacy definition.
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A Revised Definition of Psychological Literacy:
Multiple Stakeholder Perspectives

Samantha Newell, Anna Chur-Hansen, and Peter Strelan
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Psychological literacy is a term to describe the core attributes that psychology graduates
should possess upon completion of an undergraduate degree. This article explores the
perceptions and practices of 18 higher education psychology educators (Australia, U.S.,
and U.K.), in relation to the concept of psychological literacy. Participants perceived that
psychologically literate graduates should be proficient in scientific research methods
(n = 17), critical and evaluative thinking (n = 16), applying psychological knowledge
(n = 15), written communication skills (n = 15), and data/statistical analysis (n = 13).
Participants also outlined barriers to student skill development and scalability concerns.
Findings from this study were compared to existing work with other stakeholder groups
(psychological literacy researchers and students). Previous research in this area indicated
that the concept required redefining. As such, this article provides a revised definition of
psychological literacy, based on multiple stakeholder perspectives. Future recommenda-
tions include more programmatic planning to increase skill development opportunities,
delineation of skills that are psychological rather than generic attributes, and increasing
awareness of psychological literacy among educators.

Keywords: higher education skills, psychology education, psychological literacy,
graduate attributes, qualitative content analysis
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There is increasing pressure on higher educa-
tion institutions to demonstrate how graduate
learning outcomes benefit students, the work-
force, and the government (Cranney &
Botwood, 2012). As such, psychology educators
must have a clear understanding of what their
programs offer graduates and the broader com-
munity. Halpern (2010) states that there is a
need to define the “core” skills and knowledge
for undergraduate psychology, a process which
has been undertaken across various countries.
National guidelines include the American
Psychological Association’s (APA) Guidelines
2.0 (2013); the British Psychological Society’s

(BPS) Standards (2019); Quality Assurance
Agency (QAA) for U.K. Higher Education’s
“Psychology Benchmark Statement” (2019);
and the Australian Psychology Accreditation
Council (APAC) Standards (2019). Outcomes
for the psychology degree differ by country, so
there is a need for an internationally consistent
approach to defining the benefits of an education
in psychology (Newell et al., 2020). However, an
international approach to graduate attributes will
only be successful if consensus can be demon-
strated (Newell et al., 2020; Newstead, 2015).
A beneficial outcome of completing an under-

graduate education in psychology is the
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applicability of the discipline to a range of
employment settings. The APA (2021) reports
that 43% of U.S. students that graduate from a
degree in psychology continue into further post-
graduate study, including nonpsychology higher
degrees. Similarly, around 66% of undergradu-
ates from the U.K. and Australia continue into
postgraduate study (Cranney & Dunn, 2011;
Upton & Trapp, 2010). These statistics have
implications for students’ educational expecta-
tions. For students that leave after the undergrad-
uate program, this “exit point does not lead to a
professional identity” (Hamilton et al., 2018,
p. 152). Preparation for employment is a concern
for all psychology students, so a range of career
outcomes should be viewed as valid and valued.
Halonen and Dunn (2017) advance that “all
careers are related to psychology” (p. 42).
Thus, there is a need to clearly define the capa-
bilities of the psychology graduate (Hamilton
et al., 2018). Mair et al. (2013) advocate that
psychology students are made “aware that what
they are studying in psychology has unquestion-
able relevance across a range of contexts” (p. 8),
including the workplace and community
(Goedeke & Gibson, 2011).
Psychological literacy is a term that encom-

passes the skills and knowledge that form the
basis of psychology graduate outcomes and
“enable [students] to apply psychology to real
life contexts” (BPS, 2019, p. 19). An oft-cited,
macrodefinition of psychological literacy is
the “general capacity to adaptively and inten-
tionally apply psychology to interpersonal, pro-
fessional and societal needs” (Cranney et al.,
2012, p. iv). Applying students’ learning to
real-world needs could include learning experi-
ences such as Rosenkranz et al. (2018), who
designed “enterprise challenges” alongside
U.K. charities (p. 21). Students were required
to develop and present their proposed solutions,
based on their previous learning and
considering the needs of the charity. Psychologi-
cal literacy offers a way of conceptualizing
what psychology graduates develop (Goedeke
& Gibson, 2011), and thus addresses some of
the employability needs of students.
The specific knowledge and skills of psycho-

logical literacy is an area for exploration but
could include “personal skills that can usefully
complement the discipline-specific learning
outcomes of a university education” (Barrie,
2007, p. 440). For the concept of psychological

literacy to add value to the learning environ-
ment, and in postgraduation contexts, students
need to be familiar with the concept. Harris et al.
(2021) found that only 18% of undergraduate
psychology students had heard of the concept.
Similarly, Morris et al. (2013) found that stu-
dents were not aware of the concept of psycho-
logical literacy, but upon being presented with a
definition, all participants agreed that it was
important.
The concept of psychological literacy could

provide the basis for an international consensus of
psychology graduate attributes. Pownall et al.
(2022) view psychological literacy as “a
subject-specific example of how global citizen-
ship can be embedded within the psychology
curriculum” (p. 216). Thus, psychological
literacy may develop students’ capacity to partic-
ipate in finding solutions for global challenges,
such as coronavirus (COVID-19) (Pownall et al.,
2022). With an increasing interest toward
problem-solving on a global scale (Mair et al.,
2013; Pownall et al., 2022), there is an imperative
to establish international agreement on the
concept of psychological literacy.
A systematic review of the literature provided

by Newell et al. (2020) determined that psycho-
logical literacy should be redefined, using a
consensus-driven approach. Newell et al.
(2020) viewed the development of a revised
definition as important future research. This
study addresses (and ismotivated by) the research
gap identified by Newell et al. (2020). Hence, the
development of any definition should include
the perspectives of key stakeholder groups that
will either be impacted by, or benefit from,
embedding the definition into the learning envi-
ronment. Newstead (2015) insists there should be
a “core” agreement over concepts such as psy-
chological literacy. As such, previous research
has sought evidence of consensus. Harris et al.
(2021) determined that there was consensus for
psychological literacy among students. Defini-
tions were provided by 63% of students
surveyed, defining psychological literacy as “per-
taining to knowledge of content, theories, and
concepts” (p. 7). More than a third (33%) of
surveyed students conceptualized the term as
“application of subject-specific content to the
‘real world’” (p. 7). Newell et al. (2021) explored
consensusby reviewingdefinitions in the literature.
In that review, five key terms reoccurred: knowl-
edge, application, employ, science, self/person.
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As a result, Newell et al. (2021) redefined psycho-
logical literacy as the ability to “apply scientific
principles to psychology concepts in work and
personal contexts” (p. 7).
In addressing the research recommendations

of Newell et al. (2020), it is essential to under-
stand the attributes that psychology educators
believe their students should develop. The
views of educators should represent multiple
countries and education contexts, which is lack-
ing in current research. Including perspectives
of multiple key stakeholders is necessary to
address common failings in the development
of many graduate attribute lists (Barrie, 2004).
As such, this study seeks to identify consensus
for an international definition of psychological
literacy. To achieve this goal, a consensus on
graduate attributes must be reached by psychol-
ogy educators. The research conducted previ-
ously in this area (Newell et al., 2021; Harris
et al., 2021) can be compared to teachers’
perceptions in order to refine psychological
literacy. To explore educators’ views of psy-
chological literacy, the following research ques-
tions are posed:

1. What do psychology educators understand
by the term “psychological literacy”?

2. What skills or attributes do psychology
educators believe students should develop
in an undergraduate degree?

Method

Study Design

This was a qualitative study, involving semi-
structured interviews with psychology educators.

Participants

Participants were psychology educators who
were working in a psychology program or course
in Australia, Europe, or U.S. Specifically, parti-
cipants were working in a recognized higher
education provider. Potential participants were
excluded if they were not fluent in English, or
were not teaching psychology in a higher educa-
tion institution at the time of data collection.
Participants were recruited from flyers at two

psychology teaching conferences: the Australian
Psychology Learning and Teaching Conference
(AusPLAT; September 13–15, 2019), and the

European Society for Psychology Learning and
Teaching conference (ESPLAT; September
25–27, 2019). Participants were also recruited
from professional teaching networks, such as the
Society for the Teaching of Psychology. Targeted
recruitment of educators from these networks
included faculty with a range of expertise and
demographics, as well as institution types. For
example, any person that was teaching an
undergraduate psychology course at the time of
recruitment was invited to participate, including
early-career tutors (see Table 1 for clarification).
This spread was achieved by following a purpo-
sive sampling frame (Patton, 2002), which
ensured a variety of perspectives were included
in the study (see Table 1 for the sampling frame).
As a result, a minimum of n = 1 for each aspect
within the sampling frame was included in the
interview sample. Recruitment ceased upon
reaching saturation in analyses. As a result, a
total of 18 individuals participated in the study.
Participants are referred to using an alphabetical
identifier, with the first participant being referred
to as “AA” (as presented in Table 2).

Procedure

Interviewswere scheduled for 60min andwere
conducted either face-to-face (n = 5), via tele-
phone (n = 5), or Skype (n = 8). An interview
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Table 1
Sampling Frame

Participant characteristica n

Gender
Male 11
Female 7

Teaching experience (years)
<5 4
>5 14

Responsibility
Tutor, associate lecturer, lecturerb 6
Course coordinator, head of schoolc 12

Australian institution 8
Institution outside of australia 10
U.S. 4
U.K. 6

Established institutiond 12
Establishing institutione 6

a As a minimum, n = 1 included in final sample. b Also
known as “instructor” or “teaching associate” in different
contexts. c Indicates a role with additional leadership,
or decision-making responsibility. d Established >50
years. e Established <50 years.
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guide provided a basic outline for relevant areas
of discussion (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Audio
recording of interviews was taken with the con-
sent of the participant. The interviewer (SN)
transcribed the interviews verbatim for later anal-
ysis. Participants were given the opportunity to
receive a full, de-identified, and anonymized
transcript of their own interview to review and
approve, in a process known as member check-
ing.At this time, participantswere able to provide
comments or clarifications on their transcript.
This procedure increases the validity of the
data collection process by reducing the risk of
misrepresentation of participants’ talk (the data).
Participants taking part in member checking
received their transcript by email within 2 weeks
of their interview. Four participants checked their
transcripts. Of these, two made minor amend-
ments and one participant requested some poten-
tially identifying information be redacted.

Ethics

Volunteers were given the opportunity to ask
questions related to the study and determine
whether to participate. Ethical approval was
granted by the School of Psychology Human
Research Ethics Sub-committee at the University
of Adelaide (Ethics approval number H-2019-
19/15).

Data Analysis

Interview analysis was guided by qualitative
content analysis (QCA) methodology (Schreier,
2012), following previous research in the field
(Harris et al., 2021; Newell et al., 2021). Adopt-
ing a comparable process enables comparisons
between the literature and the views of educators
in this study.AsQCApermits an analysis ofword
frequency, a list of graduate attributes can be
produced from participants’ talk. A frequency
assessment is then useful to determine consensus
of identified attributes. Adhering to Schreier’s
methodology, the following steps were under-
taken: building a coding frame, pilot testing of
coding frame, main analysis, assessment of cod-
ing consistency, and interpreting findings.

Building a Coding Frame

Main categories of the coding frame were
derived deductively from research recommenda-
tions in Newell et al. (2020), which informed the
interview guide and research questions. Main
categories consisted of “knowledge of psycho-
logical literacy,” “desired student attributes,” and
“psychological literacy in teaching practice.”
Subcategories were generated inductively by
examining the transcripts (Mayring, 2004). A
new subcategory was created for any skills or
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Table 2
Interview and Participant Characteristics

No. Identifier Country Interview location Educator responsibility Institution characteristics Gender

1 AA Australia Telephone Experienced Establishing Male
2 BB U.K. In person Educator Established Female
3 CC U.K. In person Educator Established Male
4 DD U.K. In person Experienced Established Male
5 EE U.K. In person Educator Established Female
6 FF U.K. Skype Educator Established Male
7 GG Australia Skype Experienced Established Female
8 HH Australia Telephone Experienced Established Female
9 II U.K. Skype Experienced Established Male

10 JJ U.S. Skype Experienced Established Male
11 KK U.S. Skype Experienced Established Male
12 LL U.S. Skype Educator Established Female
13 MM Australia Telephone Experienced Establishing Male
14 NN Australia In person Experienced Establishing Male
15 OO Australia Skype Experienced Establishing Male
16 PP U.S. Skype Experienced Established Female
17 QQ Australia Telephone Experienced Establishing Female
18 RR Australia Telephone Educator Establishing Male

Note. Educator refers to a tutor, associate lecturer, or lecturer; Experienced refers to additional leadership responsibility:
course coordinator, head of school. Established institution ≥50 years; Establishing institution ≤50 years.
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attributes identified, so that their frequency could
be reported. Supplemental Table S1 presents this
process, outlining the development of subcate-
gories throughout the interviewperiod. Thiswork
culminated in a codebook to promote context and
consistency for the coding process (Boyatzis,
1998). This document defined what would con-
stitute inclusion of an interview extract into any
code. The codebook was developed by the first
author (SN), then discussed and approved by
subsequent authors (ACH, PS). Roberts et al.
(2019) framework of criteria was followed to
satisfy reliability: utilizing a codebook, training
and pretesting, coding independently, reporting
the number of coders, and providing more than
one consistency index.

Trialing and Modifying the Coding Frame

Following Schreier (2012), the coding frame
went through a pilot phase (based on the first four
transcripts) before being finalized for the main
analysis. At this stage, some subcategories
with similar names were revised for clarity or
merged, for example, “self-awareness” and “self-
knowledge.”

Main Analysis

Transcripts were analyzed and coded in
NVivo (NVivo qualitative data analysis soft-
ware; QSR International, Version 12, 2018).
The coding frame and example interview
extracts can be viewed in the Supplemental
Material associated with this study (Supplemental
Tables S2–S6).

Assessment of Coding Consistency

Two coders (SN, ACH) independently evalu-
ated 69 interview extracts, coding at least one
extract per subcategory. These data are presented
in the Supplemental Materials (Supplemental
Tables S2–S6). A measure of consistency
between coders was calculated (.00, no agree-
ment; 1.00, complete agreement), based on the
method proposed by Miles and Huberman
(1994). Reliability for categories of “identified
attributes,” “knowledge of psychological liter-
acy,” “issues with developing attributes,” “skill
development not thought of,” and “purpose and
outcome of a psychology degree”were calculated
as separate indices. Results ranged from

0.89 to 1.00, respectively, indicating excellent
reliability (Neuendorf, 2002), which Kassarjian
(1977) purports is satisfied at above .85. Six
coding disagreements were reviewed until con-
sensus was reached. As a result, three extracts
weremoved toother subcategories, andone extract
was deemed irrelevant for the specific research
question.

Results

Familiarity With the Concept of
Psychological Literacy

To address the research question, “what do
psychology educators understand by the term
“psychological literacy?,” participants were
asked for their definition of the concept. In total,
94% of participants provided a definition of
psychological literacy, with some citing existing
conceptualizations such as McGovern et al.
(2010). When probed, these participants stated
which attributes they agreed (or disagreed)
should be included in the definition. One educator
questioned the difference between psychological
literacy definitions and generic skills, “I think
it’s general skills : : : so the only thing that differs
is the content of what you’re teaching.” (NN,
experienced educator, Australia). Others pro-
vided definitions that were more closely aligned
with a general definition of “literacy” (reading/
writing/comprehension): “I mean obviously I’ve
heard ‘psychological,’ I’ve heard ‘literacy.” (JJ,
experienced educator, U.S.). Others reported
their own conceptualization of psychological
literacy as:

the ability to critically evaluate claims and sources of
information : : : scientific literacy of just the basics of
research methods : : : the theories, the major classic
studies and : : : foundational pieces of knowledge that
we’ve gained about how humans function : : : another
huge component of psychological literacy is application.
The ability to apply those things. (LL, early-career
educator, U.S.)

Even though themajority were able to describe
what they believed the concept to be, some
responses were indistinct. Vague responses
indicate that the concept is not well-understood
by all educators. A participant summarized this
view: “I’ve heard of it, but then not necessarily
thought about it and exactly what it means as
such” (EE, early-career educator, U.K.).
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Barriers to Implementing
Psychological Literacy

A subset of participants explained that they
had not considered the development of skills or
attributes in education outcomes. Some educators
had not thought about attributes that studentsmay
have been developing as a result of teaching and
learning. Participants shared views such as: “we
haven’t thought a great deal about how to make
them explicit, other than research skills, I think”
(OO, experienced educator, Australia). Similarly,
some believed that students were not aware of
the attributes they would develop or had no
understanding about the progress of their current
development:

They’re just not aware that they have the skills and
they’ve never been given the opportunity to use those
skills and most importantly, in a way that they’re being
assessed because if they’re not being assessed, in their
minds, it doesn’t happen. (FF, early-career educa-
tor, U.K.)

A participant also mentioned that “when a
student comes out with an undergraduate psychol-
ogydegree, a lotof employers aren’t going toknow
what the attributes are that the student has”
(MM, experienced educator, Australia). A propor-
tion of educators are not communicating the exis-
tenceofpsychologygraduateattributes to students.
Similarly, these educators are not connecting the
relevance of psychology graduate attributes to
students’ communities or future careers.
When participants discussed attributes they

viewed as important for their students to develop,
they were probed on whether they planned to
develop these in the learning environment. There
was general acknowledgment that there are
constraints to the development of attributes,
which are available in Supplemental Table S3.
The majority discussed a lack of programmatic
planning for the scaffolded development of
attributes. Instead, there appeared to be a piece-
meal or sporadic approach to developing attri-
butes, driven by individual educators “because
it’s modular, just bit by bit, skill by skill, assess-
ment by assessment” (DD, experienced educator,
U.K.). This issue has been termed “compartmen-
talized skill building,” and results in reduced
opportunities for repeated practice through the
degree program. Four participants further
explained that there are some attributes that
have to be acquired before others could

develop, with one participant stating that “you
have to have knowledge and understanding of
that area, before you can apply critical thinking to
it.” (OO, experienced educator, Australia). Re-
sults suggest that the attributes are not stand-alone
but must be introduced in an effective sequence,
and with planned opportunities for revision.
Educators identified several barriers for

embedding psychological literacy in their
learning environments, which are presented in
Figure 1. These barriers are separated into factors
related to individual educators, departments/
faculties, institutions, governments, and society.
Resourcing, curriculum space, time limitations,
resistance to innovation or lack of andragogical
knowledge, and fears of negative student
feedback were identified as specific barriers for
successful implementation of psychological
literacy in undergraduate education. Barriers
were associated with time and class sizes, with
14 of the 18 interviewees struggling to achieve
content and skills development in their allocated
teaching time. One participant stated that “you
barely have the time to teach them the study
skills you would like to teach them” (II, experi-
enced educator, U.K.). Other participants
described related issues with scalability within
the learning environment, stating that “if you’ve
got big numbers there : : : how to actually do that
with a class of 200, or something like that?” (MM,
experienced educator, Australia). Participants
described certain formative assessment experi-
ences that may traditionally be used to shape
skill development as less feasible with larger
class sizes, thus reducing the opportunity for
attribute development. Scalability concerns
were also said to influence assessment and the
type of learning promoted, with participants shar-
ing that “there’s so much rote learning” (FF,
early-career educator, U.K.). As a result, the
assessment may be tailored toward more rote-
learning concepts, prioritizing content-focused
learning outcomes. Constraints from the broader
education system were also flagged as a potential
issue for developing students’ general skills and
knowledge. Participants also volunteered sugges-
tions for how psychological literacy could be
more appealing to colleagues, including more
exposure to the concept. There was a view ex-
pressed that the concept was niche, and “not
[developed] for them” (AA, experienced educa-
tor, Australia).
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Educators’ Perceptions of Psychological
Literacy Attributes

Psychology educators were asked which attri-
butes they believed psychology students should
develop through their undergraduate psychology
degree. This provided a large list of “desired
student attributes” (Table 3). Applying a thresh-
old rating of 70% consensus as recommended in
policy research (Adler & Ziglio, 1996; Brady,
2015; Keeney et al., 2011; Linstone & Turoff,
1975), the following attributes reached consen-
sus: (a) scientific research methods (n = 17), (b)
critical and evaluative thinking (n = 16), (c)
ability to apply psychological knowledge (n =
15), (d) written communication skills (n = 15),
and (e) data and statistical analysis (n = 13).
According to participants, developing these
psychological literacy attributes requires an abil-
ity to use “the scientific method to analyze and

change behaviour” (AA, experienced
educator, Australia). Achieving this requires
proficiency in analyzing psychologically relevant
problems, for example, “what’s the best way we
can go and help this person stop smoking?” (FF,
early-career educator, U.K.). Applying psycho-
logical knowledge to issues also entails a critical
analysis of the evidence of potential solutions,
like “how did that person arrive at that : : : is it
based on statistics that have been used appropri-
ately?” (FF, early-career educator, U.K.). Parti-
cipants referred to “critical thinking,” “critical
reflection,” “critical skepticism,” and “critical
evaluation” as important attributes of a psychol-
ogy graduate. The ability to apply scientific
research methods to draw conclusions was also
cited as key to psychology graduates, which was
said to involve conducting “statistical analysis
appropriate to the aims and hypothesis” (QQ,
experienced educator, Australia).
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Figure 1
Barriers to Implementing Psychological Literacy Through Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
Model (1977, 1979)

1. Need to develop emploment-relevant skills

2. Need for measures of psychological literacy 
to demonstrate proficiency

1. Expectation to develop psychological 
literacy in undergraduate psychology

1. Staffing/resources/funding

2. Top-down decisions or strategic initiatives 
can appear as only a 'tick-box' process

1. Time poor educators and staff

2. Clearer definition of psychological 
literacy required

3. Resistance to innovation (staff culture)

4. Limited space in curriculum

1. Fear of negative student 
feedback

2. Seen as a niche concept

3. Resistence to innovation 
(personal beliefs about teaching)

4. Lack of andragogical knowledge

Macrosystem:
Norms/Values/Expectations about an 
education in psychology

Exosystem: External Stakeholders: 
Government, Professional/industry 
groups/Accreditation bodies

Mesosystem: Decisions between 
discipline leaders, heads of school, and 
educators

Microsystem: Psychology 
School/Faculty

Individual: Psychology educator
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Proficiency in the ability to communicate pro-
posed solutions (or findings) to an audience was
identified as a key psychological literacy
attribute. This attribute was said to require an
adherence to the conventions of psychological
research, requiring the description of “a problem
and the findings and how it was dealt with” (QQ
experienced educator, Australia). One participant
suggested that psychology-based research into
effective communication should be applied to
psychology education. This, they argued, should
be explicitly modeled in delivery with opportu-
nities for practice provided, to connect discipline
theory and practice.
Participants were then asked “why” students

should develop these attributes in a psychology
degree. In participants’ responses, the develop-
ment of these attributes was aligned to what
participants believed the aims of a psychology
degree were. There were competing views of
psychology offering a broad education that is

widely applicable in life and jobs, that “psychol-
ogy is the new English : : : because it has a wide
application : : : There’s not a single field that
doesn’t have apsychological dimension to it” (DD,
experienced educator, U.K.). Conversely, prepa-
ration for a specific job or role was the justification
by other participants as “training the next
generation of psychological scientists : : : or
psychological counsellors, clinical psychologists,
or marketing [professionals]” (CC, early-career
educator,U.K.).Even still, theviewsabout specific
roleswere broad. This suggests that educators hold
mixed views of the outcome of a psychology
degree.

Discussion

This study investigated international psychol-
ogy educators’ understanding of the concept of
psychological literacy. The aim of this research
was to develop an international, evidence-based
conceptualization of psychological literacy. As
such, this study addresses the need to resolve
ambiguity caused by inconsistency in the
approach of different countries, institutions,
accreditation bodies, and researchers in how
the concept is applied in the learning environment
(Newell et al., 2020, 2021; Newstead, 2015).
Educators revealed specific attributes as essential
to psychology graduates. Participants outlined
any perceived difference between their percep-
tion of psychological literacy and the develop-
ment of graduate attributes within their courses.
This study also explored educators’ perceived
barriers to developing psychological literacy in
the learning environment. These discussions pro-
vide insight into how the concept is viewed by a
key stakeholder group, but also the potential
barriers that may prevent the successful embed-
ding of psychological literacy in higher
education institutions. The barriers identified
are summarized using Bronfenbrenner’s (1977,
1979) ecological systems theory model (i.e.,
individual to broader systemic and institutional
factors) and presented in Figure 1.
Goedeke and Gibson (2011) report that stu-

dents expect an education that is vocationally
relevant and “skill focused” (p. 137). Educators
in this study perceived that learners are less
aware of their own attribute development, as
they were not made explicit to students. Thus,
they lack an understanding of the applicability of
their education to future contexts. A mismatch
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Table 3
Frequency of Desired Attributes of a Psychology
Graduate as Identified by Participants

Attribute name
Participants
(n = 18)

Scientific research methods 17
Critical and evaluative thinking 16
Ability to apply psychological knowledge 15
Communication skills: Written 15
Data and statistical analysis 13
Psychology content knowledge 12
Interpersonal skills 10
Communication skills: Oral 9
Ethics 8
Communication skills: General 7
Evidence-based practice 7
Problem-solving 7
Reflection 7
Cross cultural 6
Literature searching 6
Citizenship 5
Interdisciplinary knowledge 5
Professionalism 4
Self-awareness 4
Initiative 3
Information Technology (IT) literacy 3
Autonomous work 2
Empathy 2
Metacognition 2
Ability to consider diverse perspectives 1
Leadership 1
Numeracy 1
Referencing 1
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exists between educators and students for devel-
oping and communicating these skills. Conse-
quently, students cannot then communicate this
to potential employers (Swingler & Hendry,
2019). The refinement of psychology graduate
attributes, as presented in this article, may assist
in the communication and perception of psychol-
ogy’s relevance to educators, students, and
employers.
It can be argued that resistance to change in

psychology faculties “can often be traced to
deficient knowledge” (Halonen & Dunn, 2017,
p. 47). Thus, increasing opportunities for staff
to be exposed to the definition of psychological
literacy, or providing specific professional
development in the concept, may address two
barriers identified in this study: the lack of
pedagogical knowledge, and (hopefully) resis-
tance to innovation. The lack of knowledge by
staff could be remedied by the same processes
that Bonwell and Eison (1991) advocated for in
relation to active learning. They suggested sign-
posting the benefits of the concept in school
newsletters, and faculty publications. To advance
educator awareness, faculty development pro-
grams could be run. The programs should focus
on tangible strategies for embedding into curric-
ulum, and in the design and delivery of learning
experiences.
The benefit of the QCA methodology is that

frequencies of codes can be tallied to provide a
measure of relative importance within partici-
pants’ talk (Schreier, 2012). The use of this
process in the analysis of attributes discussed
within interviews provided evidence for the col-
lective opinion of educators. The attribute list
presented in this study is a step toward
Newstead’s (2015) call to determine the “core”
of underdeveloped concepts, such as psycholog-
ical literacy. The consensus derived from educa-
tors interviewed for this studyflagged proficiency
in: (a) scientific research methods, (b) critical and
evaluative thinking, (c) the ability to apply psy-
chological knowledge, (d) written communica-
tion skills, and (e) data and statistical analysis.
These attributes are supported by previous
research in psychological literacy, with
Hamilton et al. (2018) stating that psychology
students should develop a range of “thinking and
language skills, information gathering and syn-
thesis, research methods and statistical skills,
interpersonal skills, ethics and values” (p. 151).

Participants referred to the relevance of report
writing (APA-style article or scientific reports)
but also emphasized the real-world relevance of
concise written summaries, article summaries,
business reports, scientific blogs, and magazine
articles. Past research has already suggested this
format of communication as relevant to psycho-
logical literacy (Pownall et al., 2021). In the
Quality Assurance Agency for U.K. Higher
Education’s Psychology Benchmark Statement
(2019), communication involves “essays and
scientific reports, sensitive to the needs and
expectations of an audience” (p. 6). The partici-
pants in this study disagreed with the usefulness
of the essay, preferring more employment-
specific formats like client communication
(emails, letters, treatment, or behavioral interven-
tion plans). These findings suggest that psychol-
ogy educators are considering the applicability of
their learning tasks to students’ broader lives.
The recurring focus on application by partici-

pants, (i.e., that the knowledge and skills gener-
ated by the discipline are widely applicable to
other fields) aligns with the APA’s (2014)
“common core” article. This resource views psy-
chology as “an integrative multilevel science”
(p. 7). However, participants expressed concern
that students received an education of disjointed
or disparate concepts. Participants described their
students as not being able to bring skills or ideas
from earlier courses into later learning experi-
ences. The view of students treating psychologi-
cal knowledge and skills as disparate learning
experiences was termed “compartmentalizing
knowledge.” An impact of the compartmentali-
zation of knowledge is an inability to “draw on all
their available knowledge and evaluate for
themselves what was relevant or applicable to
the task at hand” (Kent & Skipper, 2015, p. 9).
This has implications for the ability of students to
apply their learning in other settings, which is
problematic, considering the educators’ consen-
sus that the “ability to apply psychological
knowledge” is a key attribute of psychological
literacy.
Comparing and contrasting conceptualizations

of psychological literacy offers a determination of
consensus. A consensus for the concept derived
from the literature is provided by Newell et al.
(2021) as the ability to “apply scientific principles
to psychology concepts in work and personal
contexts” (p. 465). Comparing the attributes
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identified in this study against the findings of
Newell et al. (2021) indicates consensus for the
understanding of scientific principles, methods
and analyses, and the application of
psychological knowledge to different contexts
and audiences. A focus on application and psy-
chological knowledge was also reflected in
students’ definitions of psychological literacy
in Harris et al. (2021). The student-developed
definition of psychological literacy is provided by
Harris et al. (2021) as: “knowledge of content,
theories, and concepts” and the “application of
subject-specific content to the ‘real world’”
(p. 59). Triangulation between the conceptuali-
zations of psychological literacy researchers, psy-
chology educators, and psychology students
provides evidence for a revised definition of
psychological literacy.
The researcher perspective (Newell et al.,

2021), and the students’ definitions of psycho-
logical literacy (Harris et al., 2021) support the
findings of this study. However, what was not
covered in the Newell et al. (2021) definition was
the critical and evaluative thinking aspect raised
by educators. As a result, it suggests that you can
apply scientific principles, but not necessarily
reflect on why, or the implications of results.
An updated definition should include the educa-
tor cohort’s attribute of “critical and evaluative
thinking,” as scholars view critical evaluation as
central to psychological literacy and other
attributes as “add-ons” (Newstead, 2015). An
element of communicating findings is also
needed, as therewas a focus from educators about
not just doing but sharing or expressing the
solutions (or application of knowledge). This
could be covered in the conceptualization of
psychological literacy in the literature as the
ability to, “apply in personal and work contexts”
(Newell et al., 2021, p. 465) as well as the student
definition, “application of subject-specific con-
tent to the real world” (Harris et al., 2021, p. 59).
Although, it should be explicitly stated that this is
the mechanism for application. So, critical think-
ing and communication need to be included in
any revised definition. This is also supported by a
body of literature (e.g., Cranney et al., 2012;
Halpern, 2004, 2010; Kent & Skipper, 2015;
McGovern et al., 2010). Halpern (2004) explic-
itly states that “a quality education should help
students develop problem-solving and commu-
nication skills, [and] critical thinking skills of
evaluation and analysis” (p. 3–4). The ability

to apply psychological knowledge requires being
able to (a) understand it, (b) investigate it, and
(c) communicate it. As such, these attributes
compliment and build on each other. Through
the analyses conducted, a revised definition of
psychological literacy is presented. Psychologi-
cal literacy is the ability to:

1. Critically analyze psychological phenom-
ena, including findings drawn from a
range of methodologies, as well as any
biases or limitations that could have given
rise to any conclusions;

2. Use scientific methodology and principles
to investigate real-world issues across a
range of contexts, both personal and pro-
fessional, drawing upon an understanding
of human behavior and thinking pro-
cesses; and

3. Communicate an understanding of psycho-
logical processes to others by offering
concise, evidence-based solutions to real-
world issues.

The use of this unified definition has the poten-
tial to benefit industry, educators, and students by
offering an international consensus of psychol-
ogy graduate attributes. This revised definition
also advances an international perspective of
psychology education. An international focus
on psychological literacy within the learning
environment facilitates the application of
knowledge toward widespread problems like cli-
mate change (Pownall et al., 2022). Applying
discipline-specific knowledge to understand and
solve global challenges also aligns with pedagog-
ical conversations that are occurring in higher
education (Pownall et al., 2022). The revised
definition presents a view of literacy that facil-
itates learning in action.
This study also revealed several perceived

barriers to the embedding of psychological liter-
acy in the undergraduate psychology curriculum.
It is recommended that future research investigate
how to reduce the perceived barriers, andwhether
the perceived barriers actually reflect limitations
in practice. Looking to these barriers, a key need
is psychology-specific resources to implement
the concept into the learning environment
(Cranney et al., 2012). Psychological literacy
resources provided by Taylor and Hulme
(2015) could be updated to reflect the definition
presented in this article, in alignment with
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evidence-based teaching practice. It is hoped by
the authors that the revised definition of psycho-
logical literacy provides a conceptual base for
constructively aligned activities and assessments
within the undergraduate psychology degree.

Limitations

One limitation of this study is that educators
who were interviewed came from three western-
ized countries: Australia, U.K., and the U.S. As
such, the findings reflect a western view of both
psychology, in general, and psychological liter-
acy. Future research could assess the extent to
which the concept is generalizable, especially to
so-called “non-Western countries”. Schweinsberg
et al. (2021) suggest that a review of attributes
should occur every decade. The focus of the
next decade’s review should be the inclusion
of as many countries and cultural contexts as
possible.

Conclusion

Educators perceived barriers to implementing
psychological literacy in higher educational set-
tings as they, and their students, needed a clearer
definition of the concept. Opportunities to
develop graduate attributes were seen by educa-
tors as sporadic, which identified a need to build
psychological literacy attributes across units of
study. This includes repeated opportunities to
develop psychological literacy attributes. As
such, this article recommends a programmatic
(or whole-of-degree) planning approach to
embedding psychological literacy into the under-
graduate psychology degree, utilizing this inter-
national definition of psychological literacy. An
analysis of the attributes that psychology educa-
tors viewed as important for graduates to develop,
along with a comparison of similar analyses with
students and researchers, have culminated in a
refined definition of psychological literacy. The
revised definition presented in this article offers a
shared understanding of psychology graduate
attributes for international application.
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