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Best practice assessment methods for the undergraduate psychology
program: a narrative review of the literature

Sarah Halliday

, Peta Callaghan (), Tiffany Lavis(® and Anna Chur-Hansen

School of Psychology, The University of Adelaide, Adelaide, Australia

ABSTRACT

Objective: To determine if best practice guidelines exist for assessment methods throughout
the undergraduate psychology program, and whether there are recommendations on how to
scaffold these methods effectively and appropriately over the three-year degree.

Methods: A comprehensive database search and review of journal articles, books, and grey
literature relevant to higher education assessment and evaluation, and their focus on psychol-
ogy, was conducted. From this, six articles, eight books, and one report were deemed relevant
to the current research, with all but one published in the United States.

Results: Four common themes arose from the findings: 1) assessments should be based on
learning outcomes, 2) there are many considerations when creating assessments at a course
and program level, 3) best practice assessment method: authentic assessment, and 4) recom-
mendations for scaffolding assessment methods across the three-year program.
Recommendations for scaffolding assessment methods related to the areas of scientific inquiry,
psychological literacy, critical thinking, and problem-based learning.

Conclusion: This review highlights that much more work is needed to identify the assessment
methods that are best suited to each level in the undergraduate psychology program, and how
to effectively scaffold and evaluate these methods over the three-year degree.

KEY POINTS

What is already known about this topic:

(1) Psychology educators in higher education often choose assessment methods for courses
based on requirements and advice from accreditation boards and psychological associa-
tions, their personal pedagogical and teaching approaches, and through transgenerational
influence, guided by more experienced educators’ opinions and approaches.

(2) Common methods for assessing used inundergraduate psychology programs, that meet
outcomes associated with the degree, include multiple choice question quizzes, essays or
written assessment,oral presentations, portfolios, and authentic assessment.

(3) Other disciplines, such as Medicine, provide educators with comprehensive handbooks
based on scholarly research, which detail types of assessment methods and how to adapt
these to various levels of study. Although there is some guidance available for psychology,
this type of comprehensive resource does not exist for psychology educators.

What this topic adds:

(1) The current review is the first to investigate and collate best practice recommendations for
assessment methods in the undergraduate psychology program.

(2) Our paper highlights important considerations related to assessment methods, as informed
by the literature(such as the benefits of authentic assessment); however, in doing so,
reveals that there are very limited widely accepted best practice recommendations that
are consistently implemented in teaching practice and evaluated in research.

(3) This paper provides a detailed call to action and recommendations for the undergraduate
psychologyprogram, drawing on examples of comprehensive resources that exist in other
fields.
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Undergraduate psychology programs have become an
increasingly popular choice for students wishing to
pursue higher education (Clay, 2017; Steuer & Ham,
2008). In Australia, it is estimated that psychology is
one of the top ten most popular study areas,

comprising around 3.8% of the total graduate popula-
tion (according to the 2023 Graduate Outcomes
Survey) (Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching
[QILT], 2024). In the United States (US), estimates indi-
cate that psychology is the fourth most popular major,
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with 1.2 to 1.6 million students taking introductory
psychology classes each year (Clay, 2017). This popu-
larity is echoed around the world, with estimates from
Top Universities (2023) indicating undergraduate psy-
chology is the 6™ most popular program globally.
Given the substantial number of psychology students
and graduates around the world, it is important to
consider assessment methods in the psychology pro-
gram to ensure uniform student experiences globally,
and for employers to understand the capabilities and
knowledge of psychology graduates.

In Australia, the undergraduate Bachelor of
Psychology degree is typically a three-year program
and is a pre-requisite for completing further education
in the form of a fourth (or Honours) year, and for
continuing onto specialised postgraduate studies (i.e.,
Masters or PhD). While the individual course structure
and content of the undergraduate psychology pro-
grams vary between institutions around the world,
most programs are guided by similar competencies,
skills, and knowledge. Psychology boards across the
United States (US), United Kingdom (UK), and Australia
require psychology graduates to be able to describe
the history and philosophy underpinning the science
of psychology, explain key concepts and theories, and
acquire the research skills and methods required to
investigate psychological phenomena, as well as
developing critical thinking skills, the ability to be cul-
turally responsive, and demonstrate reflexive skills
(American Psychological Association [APA], 2023;
Australian Psychology Accreditation Council, 2019; The
British Psychological Society, 2019). In some countries
(in the UK and Australia, for example), these competen-
cies, knowledge, and skills taught in undergraduate
psychology programs are regularly monitored and
assessed by accrediting boards or committees (APAC,
2019; The British Psychological Society, 2019).

Accredited psychology programs ensure that stu-
dents receive a high-quality education where the
learning outcomes, content, and assessments align
with best practice guidelines and standards for regis-
tration as a psychologist (APAC, 2019; The British
Psychological Society, 2019). In other countries where
undergraduate psychology programs are not accre-
dited, like in the US, the psychological association
consistently updates and releases guidelines for edu-
cators (APA, 2023). Accreditation committees and psy-
chological associations are similar in their approach of
informing educators on contemporary, best practice
guidelines for what should be covered in psychology
programs, providing broad advice at a program,
course, content, and assessment level. For example,
The British Psychological Society (2019) provides the

following direction for the design and implementation
of assessments, “Programmes must have in place an
assessment strategy that maps clearly on to pro-
gramme and module learning outcomes, incorporates
a wide range of formative and summative assessments,
and which reflects students’ development of knowl-
edge and skills as they progress through their studies”
(p. 7). This advice is mirrored in an Australian setting,
with APAC (2019) indicating, “the scope of assessment
covers all program learning outcomes which include
all graduate competencies for the relevant level(s)” and
“there is a clear relationship between program learning
outcomes and assessment strategies, which are criter-
ion-based and ensure students demonstrate compe-
tence against all program learning outcomes” (p. 9).
While it is understandable that this advice is given in a
broad way, allowing for educators to adapt it to their
own teaching practices and needs of their students, it
does mean that assessment methods in undergradu-
ate psychology programs vary across higher education
institutions, both nationally and around the world.

Although there is no one definition of “assessment”
in a higher education context, it is widely considered as
the process of collecting information that helps mea-
sure the learning and achievement of students in a
course and program (Carless, 2015; Gronlund, 2006).
There are two main types of assessment, formative and
summative. Summative assessments are used to mea-
sure student learning, by comparing student perfor-
mance to a pre-determined standard or benchmark,
whereas formative assessments are often used
throughout the period of a course and offer students
an opportunity to gain feedback from educators in
order to learn, improve, and prepare for the summative
assessments (Glazer, 2014). While both summative and
formative assessments can apply to, and are important
for, course and program learning outcomes, in many
accredited undergraduate psychology programs it is
important to ensure that students are meeting the
benchmark of competency in a skill or knowledge
base through the use of summative assessments
(APAC, 2019).

In psychology programs, there are many types of
summative assessments that educators can choose to
implement in their courses (e.g., multiple choice ques-
tions, essays, research reports, case studies, reflections,
etc.). In 2008, the American Psychological Association
(APA) provided a comprehensive guide and critique of
40 assessment methods, considering the effectiveness
when applied to common goals and outcomes of
undergraduate psychology programs in the US (APA,
2008). The outcomes, as detailed by the APA (2008),
are as follows: 1) knowledge base of psychology, 2)



research methods in psychology, 3) critical thinking
skills in psychology, 4) application of psychology, 5)
values in psychology, 6) information and technological
literacy, 7) communication skills, 8) sociocultural and
international awareness, 9) personal development, and
10) career planning and development. As part of this
report, the APA detailed common assessment methods
used in a higher education institution and outlined the
appropriateness of use for an undergraduate psychol-
ogy program. While certain assessment methods met
specific goals of the psychology degree more effec-
tively (e.g., self-critiques and research teams were two
of the more appropriate methods used to assess the
goal of information and technological literacy; APA,
2008), other assessment methods met outcomes of
the psychology degree more generally (e.g., essays or
written pieces, oral presentations, portfolios, and
authentic assessment). In addition to this APA report,
there has been substantial work done in the space of
creating and designing assessment methods to meet
certain outcomes of the undergraduate psychology
program. For example, Halonen et al. (2009) have pro-
vided detailed advice on how to teach critical thinking
in psychology, and Einav et al. (2023) have recently
detailed how applied scenarios can be used as a way
to assess psychological literacy. This literature provides
guidance regarding which assessments could be best
suited to meet certain goals and outcomes of the
psychology degree; however, it is not guaranteed
that educators will choose these methods.

There are a range of possible explanations that can
help discern why educators choose certain assessment
methods to be delivered as part of their undergraduate
psychology course. As highlighted, accreditation
requirements guide the overall program learning out-
comes that, in turn, guide the course learning out-
comes at each level of study. As assessment methods
should be based on the skills and knowledge asso-
ciated with those learning outcomes (Rawlusyk,
2018), educators have some freedom in the types of
assessment chosen to meet those outcomes. Although
research has not yet examined how and why specific
assessment methods are chosen by educators in
higher education settings, it can be surmised that it
may be based on educators’ own pedagogical prac-
tices and experience. Additionally, transgenerational
influences may be at play, where assessment practices
are informed by more experienced colleagues in the
workplace. Although convenient and perhaps effec-
tive, the behaviours and knowledge of more experi-
enced educators may not be informed by best practice
or the literature. This is an issue for consistency across
psychology programs, as well as a potential source for
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a lack of commonality in the skills and abilities of
psychology graduates.

It also appears there is an absence of best practice
guidelines that provide a uniform framework on how
to scaffold assessment methods across three-year
undergraduate psychology degrees, ensuring that stu-
dents develop and build on their skills as they progress
through the program. Best practice guidelines are not
novel, with other disciplines (such as Medicine) provid-
ing comprehensive handbooks (see for example A
Practical Guide for Medical Teachers (Dent et al., 2021))
to higher education teachers around the world, detail-
ing the types of assessment methods that should be
implemented and how to adapt these methods to suit
students at varying levels in the undergraduate
degree. Indeed, “Medical Education” is a specific field
of scholarly enquiry, research, and practice, which cov-
ers undergraduate, postgraduate, and continuing pro-
fessional development for students and practitioners
of medicine (Swanwick, 2018). In comparison, whilst
psychology scholars and teachers actively research
approaches to pedagogy, evidenced by conferences
such as AusPLaT (https://www.ausplat.com/), it can be
argued that pedagogy research in this discipline is less
developed and more recent than that from the field of
medicine. Drawing on the practices of educators in
medicine, psychology would benefit from having spe-
cific and widely used guidelines and handbooks that
educators can draw on for assessing students in under-
graduate programs, which are informed by contem-
porary evidence and best practice. This will contribute
to ensuring that graduates have a consistent experi-
ence across institutions.

In sum, the popularity of psychology for undergrad-
uate students necessitates uniform assessment meth-
ods to ensure consistent student experiences and clear
understanding of graduates’ abilities for employers.
Despite the broad guidelines provided by accrediting
bodies and psychological associations, there is limited
research on how and why specific assessment meth-
ods are chosen by educators in undergraduate psy-
chology programs, suggesting variability in
assessment methods across institutions. This raises
concerns about consistency and quality of assessment
practices, as this may lead to variability in the skills and
competencies of psychology graduates, affecting the
quality of education and employability. There are lim-
ited comprehensive best practice guidelines or
resources for providing a uniform framework for scaf-
folding assessment methods through the undergradu-
ate psychology degree.

Thus, the current research aims to review the litera-
ture to address two research questions:
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(1) What are the current best practices and guide-
lines for assessment methods in undergraduate
psychology programs globally and within
Australia?

(2) What are the key gaps in existing literature
regarding assessment practices in undergraduate
psychology programs, and how can future
research address these gaps to improve the qual-
ity and consistency of psychology education?

Method
Search strategy and inclusion criteria

To determine whether any guidelines exist outlining
best practice assessment methods throughout the
undergraduate psychology degree, the four members
of the research team, assisted by an expert Liaison
Librarian from the University of Adelaide, created a
set of search terms for database searches in
PsycINFO, ERIC, Scopus, and Google Scholar (see
Appendix 1 for the full list of search terms).
However, using terms like “psychology education”
and “assessment methods” led to irrelevant results,
such as articles on clinical psychological assessments,
curriculum evaluations, student evaluations of teach-
ing, or focused on other disciplines. After extensive
and increasingly refined searches using Thesaurus
terms, our final attempt to search the databases
retrieved 121 results, which came from the same set
of core journals as well as several books, book chap-
ters, and grey literature. However, some of these
were very dated, and the challenges associated with
the database searches raised concerns about the
systematic nature of our search. To address this, the
team decided to focus the search within the set of
identified core journals and hand-searched relevant
articles’ reference lists to locate additional journals
for review. Once these journals were identified, all
reviewers used a consistent search strategy with the
terms, “psychology”, “undergraduate”, “college”, and
“assess*” (where “assess*” captures variations like
“assessment(s)”, “assessed”, or “assessing”) to find
articles specifically related to assessment methods
in psychology degrees. Published work was eligible
for inclusion if discussion was evident that provided
best practice guidelines regarding assessment meth-
ods in the undergraduate psychology degree. Grey
literature, in the form of published reports authored
by recognised psychological associations, were also
included if they addressed the research questions. All
included pieces were required to be written in
English.

Twelve journals were chosen for review based on
their relevance to higher education assessment and
evaluation, and for their focus on psychology. These
journals were: Psychology Learning and Teaching,
Teaching of Psychology, Focus on Health Professional
Education, Advances in Health Sciences Education,
Psychology Teaching Review, Training and Education
in Professional Psychology, Scholarship of Teaching
and Learning in Psychology, Research in Higher
Education, Higher Education, Assessment and
Evaluation in Higher Education, Higher Education
Research and Development, and Teaching in Higher
Education. In addition to collecting relevant journal
articles, the Liaison Librarian performed database
searches for relevant books. The first author also
searched for relevant grey literature, namely published
and peer reviewed reports, from accredited psycholo-
gical associations and leading societies in the field
(such as the APS, BPS, and APA) (See Figure 1).

Study selection and synthesis

Journals were divided among the research team for
independent review which took place from 6 July 2023
to 31 July 2023. After screening titles and abstracts,
relevant articles, books, and grey literature were col-
lated in a shared document for the research team to
confer on their eligibility for full-text review. Two
reviewers independently conducted full-text screen-
ing, then consulted to determine inclusion. Title and
abstract screening excluded n = 51 published works as
n =40 were outside the scope of the research question
and n=11 were not specific to psychology. Full-text
article assessment excluded n =7 for being outside the
scope of the research question. While a formal quality
appraisal was not conducted, the research team deter-
mined that the included books were from notable,
respected sources and authored by scholars in the
field, the journal articles had undergone a rigorous
peer-review process, and the reports were sourced
from esteemed, reputable associations in psychology
education. A narrative approach was taken to synthe-
sise and describe the collected data in a systematic and
articulate way (Popay et al., 2006). This involved report-
ing on the aims and main findings relevant to the
research questions, along with documentation of
author(s), year and country of publication, and the
title. Based on the descriptions of the main findings,
the first author explored the overall ideas presented
and subsequently grouped results by common con-
cepts and themes. All four authors agreed on the
chosen themes and presentation of data.
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Title and Abstract Screening Title and Abstract Screening for Title and Abstract Screening for
Articles in Relevant Journals Books through Database Searches Grey Literature
(n=154) (n=20) (n=1)

A 4

Exclusions (n = 43)

Reasons:
- not psychology specific (11)
- outside the scope of research question (32)

Exclusions (n = 8)

Reasons:
- outside the scope of research question (8)

A4

Full-Text Screening

Articles (n = 11)
Books (n=12)
Grey Literature (n = 1)

A

Exclusions (n=7)

Articles (n=15)
Books (n=4)

Reasons:
- outside the scope of research question

Included in Review

Articles (n = 6)
Books (7 =8)
Grey Literature (n = 1)

Figure 1. Flowchart detailing the findings from the literature search.

Findings

A total of six journal articles, eight books, and one
report met the criteria for inclusion in the present
study. Table 1 details: the type of literature; the
authors, year, and country of publication; the title;
the aim of the book, article, or report; and sum-
marises main findings from the article or key chap-
ters relevant to the research questions. All but one
of the included articles, books, and grey literature
were US based. One book was published in the UK
with three out of its four authors based in Cyprus
(Papageorgiou et al., 2015). There was no identified
literature from Australia. Common themes that
arose from the literature regarding best practice
guidelines in undergraduate psychology programs
are as follows: 1) assessments should be based on
learning outcomes, 2) there are many considera-
tions when creating assessments at a course and
program level, 3) best practice assessment method:

authentic assessment, and 4) recommendations for
scaffolding assessment methods across the three-
year program.

Assessments should be based on learning
outcomes

One of the most frequent points raised was the
importance of creating assessments that are derived
from, and align with, the course or program learning
outcomes (Altman et al., 2021; Dunn et al., 2004, 2013;
Gurung & Neufeld, 2022; Ishak & Salter, 2017; Neff &
Donaldson, 2012; Nolan et al., 2021; Rimzhim et al.,,
2020). This finding is not new, rather it is quite pre-
valent among higher education literature, especially
when discussing the design process and implementa-
tion of assessments (Carless, 2015; Gronlund, 2006).
Although this finding is somewhat unsurprising, it is
reassuring that one of the most common best
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practice guidelines that exists for creating assess-
ments in higher education (i.e., assessments are
informed by learning outcomes) is also heavily refer-
enced in psychological literature on teaching and
learning assessment considerations.

A common framework that is based on the impor-
tance of considering course learning outcomes in higher
education is the backward design model, which was also
discussed in the included literature (Altman et al., 2021;
Dunn et al, 2013; Gurung & Neufeld, 2022). Backward
design refers to focusing first on the learning objectives
or outcomes, and encourages intentionality in the plan-
ning and delivery of the course, including assessments
(Wiggins & McTighe, 1998). In Chapter 9 of Dunn et al.
(2013) book, the authors describe how backward design
(referred to as “planning backwards”) should be progres-
sively developed through the curriculum, and they pro-
vide an example of portfolio assessments that can be
scaffolded throughout the three-year degree. While the
included pieces detailed what backward design is, and its
usefulness in the context of higher education assessment
creation, there remains a gap in the literature that guides
educators on how to develop learning outcomes
throughout the three-year psychology degree, based on
the expected skills and knowledge of students, which
then informs assessment creation at each level. This high-
lights the expectation that teachers in higher education
settings, especially in psychology, create their own learn-
ing outcomes based on the requirements of the indivi-
dual institution, rather than being informed by evidence.

Other considerations when creating assessments
at a course and program level

With much of the literature published in the US, there is
a prominent emphasis on using the APA guidelines for
the undergraduate psychology major to inform assess-
ment design and implementation (APA, 2023). The most
recent guidelines, version 3.0, had only just been
released at the time of writing (August 2023), so pre-
vious versions from 2013 (version 2.0) and 2006 (version
1.0) were used and referred to in the books and papers
that form this review (Burns et al., 2020; Dunn et al,,
2020; Gurung & Neufeld, 2022). Specifically focusing on
the assessment guidelines in the current version, the
APA provides contemporary, yet broad advice for
designing assessments, including the importance of
considering psychology graduates’ destinations (and
how wide-ranging career options are), how to incorpo-
rate open science into research courses, and the impor-
tance of internationalisation, equity, diversity, and
inclusion (APA, 2023). Literature drawing on advice of
previous versions of the APA guidelines also suggest

AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF PSYCHOLOGY 1

best practice for assessments should consider being
culturally responsive, co-creation with students, allow-
ing for various modalities, increasing transparency and
accessibility (Burns et al., 2020), and involving course-
sequencing where assessments earlier in the program
are pre-requisites for later, more challenging assess-
ments, drawing on more advanced knowledge and skills
(Dunn et al., 2020). The APA guidelines and recommen-
dations provided by experts in the area are valued and
important in the discussion of higher education assess-
ment design; however, the broad context in which these
suggestions are presented allow for discrepancy across
institutions, and even between educators in the same
institution. It is also important to acknowledge that
there has been no research that draws on the guidelines
of accrediting boards (like APAC in Australia) to create
best practice guidelines and suggestions of how to
scaffold assessment methods across the psychology
degree as a resource for educators.

Another important consideration for creating
assessments at a course and program level is how to
translate face-to-face assessments to an online format;
however, only one book examined this topic in detail
(Neff & Donaldson, 2012). The authors suggest that
best practice for transition to online assessments
includes considering learning outcomes, when sum-
mative or formative assessments are most appropriate,
and having a learner centred approach. Like face-to-
face assessments, online assessments should still be
authentic, challenging, coherent, engaging, respectful,
responsive, rigorous, and valid (Neff & Donaldson,
2012). The authors also suggest that reflections and
self-assessment, case studies, class opinion polls, and
self-confidence surveys would be appropriate in online
contexts, while assessments such as pop-quizzes are
not appropriate. General tips for teaching online are
provided, but given the ever-changing landscape of
technology, some are outdated, and current issues
concerning assessments in higher education are not
discussed (such as the impact of artificial intelligence).

Best practice assessment method: authentic
assessment

From the included literature, a widespread best prac-
tice recommendation for assessing in undergraduate
psychology programs is incorporating authentic
assessment (APA, 2023; Dunn et al., 2004, 2013, 2020;
Halonen et al., 2003; Ishak & Salter, 2017; Mayo, 2010;
Neff & Donaldson, 2012). Authentic assessment aims to
promote abilities related to employability and future
careers by replicating tasks in real-life experiences and
performance standards typically found in a work
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environment (Villarroel et al., 2018). These types of
assessments are shown to improve student learning,
autonomy, motivation, self-regulation, and metacogni-
tion (Villarroel et al., 2018).

While there is no specific advice in the included
literature that explains how to effectively scaffold
authentic assessment across the three-year program,
or how to design a reliable authentic assessment for
varying skill and knowledge levels of students, there
are some important factors related to authentic assess-
ment that are pertinent to psychology educators. In
Chapter 4 of Constructing Undergraduate Psychology
Curricula ~ Promoting  Authentic  Learning  and
Assessment in the Teaching of Psychology (Mayo,
2010), the author explains how case studies in psychol-
ogy programs can be used as forms of authentic
assessment, aligning with the learning outcome of
demonstrate critical thinking skills in psychology. An
example that is provided details a scenario and asks
students to comment on, and relate the scenario to,
theoretical psychological applications (i.e., biological,
cognitive, cross-cultural, and behavioural perspec-
tives). This encourages students to make connections
between theoretical and applied knowledge and is
shown to be an effective teaching strategy in psychol-
ogy courses (Thistlethwaite et al.,, 2012).

While it is important for psychology programs to cre-
ate authentic assessments based on psychological per-
spectives and theories, recent suggestions extend the
trend of primarily focusing on clinical psychology-based
scenarios. The APA (2023) highlights that many graduates
from baccalaureate psychology programs in the US do
not go on to pursue masters or doctorate degrees in the
field (i.e, less than 14% of psychology graduates).
Similarly, in Australia the majority of undergraduate psy-
chology students will not continue after the Bachelor
degree, and those who do may pursue a range of differ-
ent degrees and careers (see for example, https://psychol
ogy.org.au/careers). Therefore, authentic assessment
should also draw on the broad range of skills, knowledge,
and competencies that are valued in the workforce.
These include critical thinking and problem-solving skills;
locating, evaluating, and using information decision-mak-
ing; analysing and interpreting data; making sound deci-
sions and ethical judgement; and communicating and
working with people from different backgrounds using
various formats, like writing and presentations (APA,
2023). Given the effectiveness of authentic assessment
in psychology programs, it would be beneficial to incor-
porate more work-ready skills and knowledge alongside
psychological theories and perspectives, and should be
considered in future practice.

Current recommendations for scaffolding
assessment methods across the program

The second research question focuses explicitly on
whether there are best practice guidelines that detail
how to scaffold assessment methods across the three-
year psychology program. Drawing on the teaching
practices of other fields (such as Medicine), the psy-
chology discipline would benefit from clear and evi-
dence-based instruction on how to scaffold
assessment methods over the three-year degree, spe-
cifically detailing the methods that are most appropri-
ate for the skills, knowledge, and abilities of each year
level. This need is somewhat (but not completely)
addressed in the included literature (Dunn et al.,
2004, 2008, 2013; Halonen et al., 2003; Mayo, 2010;
Papageorgiou et al., 2015).

This review found scaffolding across the three-year
program advice present for assessing broad areas
related to studying a degree in psychology, including
scientific inquiry (Dunn et al, 2004; Halonen et al.,
2003), critical thinking (Dunn et al., 2008), psychologi-
cal literacy (Dunn et al, 2013), and problem-based
learning (Papageorgiou et al, 2015). Some authors
provided recommendations for scaffolding by explain-
ing proficiency levels that related back to learning
outcomes (Dunn et al, 2004, 2013; Halonen et al,,
2003), while others chose to provide example beha-
vioural checklists for different levels (Dunn et al., 2008).
One example of proficiency level descriptions was pro-
vided by Dunn et al. (2004) who detailed scientific
inquiry at varying proficiency levels (i.e., basic, devel-
oping, integrating, and professional) for factors in the
domains of descriptive skills, conceptualisation skills,
problem solving skills, ethical reasoning, scientific atti-
tudes and values, communication skills, collaboration
skills, and self-assessment skills. While these descrip-
tions are detailed, there are no suggestions on the best
assessment methods to use for each domain at each
proficiency level.

Papageorgiou et al. (2015) address this limitation,
and, in their focus on problem-based learning in psy-
chology, provide explicit instruction on how to embed
problem-based learning into curriculum and assess-
ment at each year level. First, psychological themes for
each year are proposed along with their learning out-
comes, then options for assessment are provided with
an itinerary of when to implement them throughout the
semester or year and how it builds on the previous year.
One drawback is that the authors suggest placements
should be implemented from, and build on, the first year
as a form of assessment. This is an issue in Australia
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given placements are not routinely included or formally
required in undergraduate psychology programs.
Additionally, securing placement locations can be chal-
lenging, with priority given to those completing post-
graduate degrees (such as a master's degree)
(Psychology Board of Australia, 2022). When placements
are included in undergraduate degrees, they require
diverse locations and skillsets, with students having a
broad range of abilities and interests, and therefore,
assessment methods should be considered in light of
these factors and contexts.

One study that focused on scaffolding assessment
methods detailed how portfolios can be used to build
on learning from each year of the undergraduate psy-
chology program (Dunn et al., 2013). The authors suggest
that a graduate attribute portfolio be used and structured
in a way that the student is required to reflect on what
they already know, what they are learning in that unit,
how the content impacts their life outside the unit, what
else they need to accomplish, and their plans to achieve
that end. They also suggest that each psychology unit
throughout undergraduate years have a small assessable
activity that leads to the further development of this
portfolio with increased attention towards the end of
the undergraduate program.

Limitations

This study aimed to review the current literature on best
practices for assessment methods in undergraduate psy-
chology programs. Due to the inclusion criteria and
search strategy employed, many of the sources and find-
ings were theoretical in nature. For example, concepts
such as alignment of assessments to course learning
outcomes, and the backward design process. As a result
of the scarcity of empirical evidence that addressed the
aims of this review, the conclusions drawn from the
findings relied heavily on theoretical frameworks.
Further empirical research is required to identify the
most effective assessment methods, and how these can
be scaffolded, to improve the experiences and outcomes
for undergraduate psychology students. Nearly all of the
included sources in this review were published in the
United States, with a bias towards the US undergraduate
psychology program. While the content across US psy-
chology programs shares similarities to those in Australia
(APA, 2023; APAC, 2019), there are considerable differ-
ences in program expectations. In Australia, for instance,
educators must adhere to specific accreditation stan-
dards set by APAC, whereas accreditation is not manda-
tory for US programs. Consequently, while the insights
gained from this review can offer valuable perspectives, it
is important to recognise that assessment methods may
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vary across countries due to differing accreditation
requirements.

Overall, this review identified valuable and informa-
tive recommendations on best practice guidelines
related to assessment practices in undergraduate psy-
chology programs. Specifically, the importance of
ensuring alignment between assessments and learn-
ing outcomes of the institution and accrediting boards
or psychological associations, effective use of authen-
tic assessment, and guidelines for scaffolding across
the degree related to some psychological theories and
perspectives. While this study provided broad, yet
helpful, information regarding the current state of
assessment practices in the undergraduate psychology
degree, the limited work providing explicit and evi-
dence-based recommendations is a concern.

A call to action

As noted, other disciplines have well established
approaches to the development and evaluation of teach-
ing and learning methodologies, including assessment
practices. The Australian Medical Council (AMC), for exam-
ple, is explicit regarding types of assessments to be used
in university curricula (see, for example, https://www.amc.
org.au/wp-content/uploads/accreditation_recognition/
specialist_edu_and_training/assessment/standards_for_
assessment.pdf). The Australian Psychology Accreditation
Council (APAQ) is less prescriptive regarding assessment
practices, which although allows for creative freedom as
an educator, does introduce a risk of inconsistency and
discrepancy for psychology programs in Australia.
Psychology as a discipline has, as a core foundation, the
notion of evidence to inform practice. It is curious that
over the decades, psychology teachers in higher educa-
tion settings seem to have contributed less, than one
might imagine, to researching their teaching practices
and gathering evidence regarding student outcomes.
For example, we are not aware of longitudinal studies
that follow students from the entry of the degree to
graduation and employment, to determine the predictive
validity of assessments. There are logistical challenges to
such research, as well as ethical challenges in researching
one’s students (see Thomas et al. (2019) for an outline);
however, given the need for evidence to inform best
practice teaching, and the need to disseminate best prac-
tice through research, we argue that barriers and chal-
lenges should not be reasons to accept the status quo.
One major limitation that still exists is the lack of
psychological research that details the assessment meth-
ods that are best suited to each year level of the degree.
For example, whether it is most appropriate to use multi-
ple choice questions (MCQs) in first year to build basic
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student knowledge and skills for larger cohorts, before
extending these to more advanced methods of assess-
ment in the second and third years (such as applied
short-answer questions, research reports, and case-
based scenarios). Furthermore, in light of artificial intelli-
gence, are MCQs, and particularly recall of information
approaches (as well as other assessments) still viable?
Future efforts in this field should work to build up the
literature base regarding best practice recommendations
for assessment methods in undergraduate psychology
programs, before working towards building a practical,
evidence-based handbook. This proposed handbook
should also align with the competencies and require-
ments of accrediting boards, like APAC in Australia, to
ensure consistency in teaching practices. Providing expli-
cit direction would ensure educators are teaching similar
skills to psychology graduates not only in the same insti-
tution, but also nationally, and eventually, internationally.

Recommendations

Based on our
recommendations:

review, we make the following

Development of a robust evidence base

A concerted effort should be made to continue to
develop a robust evidence base for assessment meth-
ods in the undergraduate psychology program,
aligned with relevant accreditation requirements.
While existing literature emphasises the alignment of
assessments with learning outcomes, it lacks detailed
guidance on developing these outcomes and assess-
ment methods in an evidence-based way. This gap
underscores the need for more comprehensive
research, including, where possible, longitudinal stu-
dies to follow psychology students from entry into the
degree through to graduation and employment.

Creation of a best practice psychology assessment
framework

Efforts should be made to develop a best practice “psy-
chology assessment framework”, which considers impor-
tant factors such as scaffolding throughout the degree,
the proficiency and skill level of students in each year,
appropriate and authentic assessment methods, and
accreditation requirements. Although there are broad
guidelines from accrediting bodies, they do not provide
specific, actionable strategies, thereby justifying the need
for a detailed, practical framework.

Detailed scaffolding strategies

Consideration should be given to detailed scaffolding
from level 1 to level 3 of the undergraduate program,
taking into account course and program learning out-
comes, authentic assessment, diversity and inclusion,
and other factors not included in this review, such as
psychological literacy, rubrics, and marking. Current
literature mentions scaffolding but lacks specific stra-
tegies for its implementation across different year
levels, therefore discussions about scaffolding need
more precise and evidence-based guidance.

Addressing online teaching and Al impact

Attention should be paid to the benefits and challenges
of online teaching and the impact of artificial intelligence
on assessment design. Existing research on online assess-
ment practices needs considerable attention now regard-
ing the implications of Al. There is a strong need for
current and comprehensive guidelines in this area.
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Appendix 1

Terms used in preliminary database searching

PsycINFO and Scopus

Psychology Education Assessment methods

Exp Psychology education OR Introductory Psychology Education.sh OR  Educational measurement.sh OR Curriculum based assessment.sh OR
undergraduate psychology education.sh OR (psychology education OR formative assessment.sh OR “grading (educational)”.sh OR minimum
psychology program* OR psychology course* OR psychology student* competency tests.sh OR (educational measurement* OR educational
OR psychology undergraduate* OR undergraduate psychology).ti,ab,id testing OR curriculum based assessment* OR formative assessment* OR

summative assessment* OR performance assessment* OR classroom
assessment* OR formative performance assessment* OR summative
performance assessment* OR peer assessment* OR educational grading
OR competency test* OR skills test* OR written assignment* OR written
report* OR rubric* OR “evidence of student learning” OR student
assessment* OR quiz* OR exams OR examinations OR essay* OR
“student* knowledge of content” OR embedded question* OR
embedded assignment* OR oral presentation* OR standardi*ed test* OR
self-critique* OR group project* OR multiple choice question*).ti,ab,id

ERIC

TI,AB(“psychology education” OR “psychology program*” OR “psychology course*” OR “psychology student*” OR “psychology
undergraduate*” OR “undergraduate psychology”) AND MJMAINSUBJECT.EXACT.EXPLODE(“Assignments”) OR MJMAINSUBJECT.
EXACT(“Student Evaluation”) OR MAINSUBJECT.EXACT(“Writing Evaluation”) OR MAINSUBJECT.EXACT(“Portfolio Assessment”) OR
MAINSUBJECT.EXACT(“Educational  Testing”) OR MAINSUBJECT.EXACT(“Informal  Assessment”’) OR MAINSUBJECT.EXACT
(“Performance Based Assessment”) OR MAINSUBJECT.EXACT(“Grading”) OR MAINSUBJECT.EXACT(“Grades (Scholastic)”) OR
MAINSUBJECT.EXACT(“Peer Evaluation”) OR MAINSUBJECT.EXACT(“Scoring Rubrics”) OR MAINSUBJECT.EXACT(“Holistic Evaluation”)
OR MAINSUBJECT.EXACT(“International Assessment”) OR MAINSUBJECT.EXACT(“Alternative Assessment”) OR MJMAINSUBJECT.
EXACT(“Formative Evaluation”)
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