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Despite a growing demand for mental health/psychological support in the Australian community, there is a deficit
of appropriately trained professionals, due in part to psychology graduates who are not afforded meaningful
applied learning experiences during their degree. Systematic integration of authentic WIL into undergraduate
psychology degrees may offset this lack of industry exposure, but such learning is scarcely implemented within
current curricula. The proposed research sought to address this gap in the undergraduate curriculum by
constructing a tangible framework of work-integrated learning (WIL) opportunities to enrich student education
and preparedness for the workforce. Semi-structured interviews (n = 36) were conducted with four key
stakeholder groups to elicit the current state of WIL in undergraduate psychology curricula and to generate
industry specific WIL opportunities that will enhance the skillset and abilities of psychology undergraduates,
heighten their psychological literacy, and endorse their transition to an increasingly diverse workforce.
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Australian psychology graduates are a unique allied health cohort. Following their three or four-year
undergraduate program, which focuses on understanding and modifying human physical and
emotional behavior and cognition, alumni are primed to enter a wide range of industry sectors,
including health promotion, marketing, human resources, coaching, policy, and community services
(Australian Psychological Society, 2020). Despite their breadth of knowledge and skills, psychology
graduates often struggle to gain meaningful employment following degree conferral. The Australian
Government Department of Education, Skills and Employment (2020) reports that only 61% of
graduates possess full-time employment in the general labour market (i.e., all jobs irrespective of
psychology-relatedness) in the 12 months following graduation; one of the lowest full-time
employment rates of all disciplines.

Little research to date has explored the barriers between psychology undergraduate programs and
employment outcomes (Schweinsberg et al.,, 2021); however, one possible limitation is the way
undergraduate degrees are structured. Specifically, few opportunities currently exist for psychology
students to practice what they learn during their time at university. Students are not required
(according to accreditation standards) to undertake an industry placement, complete clinical
simulations, or engage in fieldwork. Additionally, there are few opportunities for internships prior to
a post-graduate degree. The result is theoretical and hypothetical learning programs that do not fully
prepare graduates to solve complex and multi-faceted problems outside an academic context.

Work-integrated learning (WIL) has been shown to aid the development of a range of professional and
personal outcomes for graduates, including increased work readiness and employability via
professional skill development, theory-to-practice application, and identity and citizenship (Sachs et
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al., 2017). Thus, the integration of WIL into existing psychology curricula may be key to bridging the
transition from academic learning to real-world practice.

This study explores how WIL could be implemented into Australian psychology undergraduate
programs, and the potential impact of this curricula change on employment outcomes. Drawing on the
lived experiences and expertise of industry staff who employ psychology graduates, recent psychology
graduates, accrediting bodies for Australian psychology programs, and experts in WIL, we sought to
identify activities, structures, and initiatives that allow and support work-integrated learning across
the three (or four) year degree, in an economically feasible way.

Psychology Degrees in Australia

Along with management and business, psychology is among the most studied degrees in Australia,
comprising over 20% of higher education enrolments each year (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019).
In line with other allied health training schemes, individuals studying psychology undertake a three-
year foundational degree (i.e., Bachelors) and, for a select few, an additional fourth year of research-
focused study (i.e., Honors). Unlike other allied health training programs however, the three nor four-
year psychology degree is sufficient for registration as a psychologist in Australia, leaving psychology
graduates as the only allied health group unable to 'practice under their namesake' directly after
completing their undergraduate degree (Reupert et al., 2018). To practice as a general psychologist,
individuals must complete an undergraduate degree (with Honors), plus postgraduate qualifications
(i.e., an accredited 2-year Masters degree or board accredited supervised internship) (Psychology Board
of Australia, 2022). However, registration pathways are dwindling (i.e., the 4+2 pathway was retired
in June 2022) and admission of students into post-graduate (Masters) programs is limited (i.e., 5-25 per
course per year) (APS College of Counselling Psychologists, 2021), leading to a funnel neck of graduates
without official accreditation and poor recognition among employers.

While undergraduate psychology programs provide graduates with psychological understanding,
research capability, critical thinking, communication skills, and other employable attributes through
the scientist-practitioner model (Cranney et al., 2009), the theoretical knowledge acquired through
undergraduate study is generally only applied practically at the postgraduate level (Goedeke & Gibson,
2011). In line with the scientist-practitioner model shaped by psychology education in Australia
(O'Gorman, 2007), postgraduate psychology students undertake a significant placement load,
comprising a minimum 1000-hours practicum and skills training (Australian Psychology Accreditation
Council [APC], 2019). Additionally, there is a stronger focus on industry engagement, especially in
fields of applied psychology, to prepare postgraduates for specialized roles. However, no such
requirements are mandated for undergraduates, where degrees are focused on broad knowledge
acquisition of the scientific discipline of psychology (APAC, 2019). Over 95% of psychology graduates
do not continue into postgraduate study, thus, there is a growing population of psychologically literate
graduates with impeded work readiness, the general and discipline-specific personally orientated skills
that reflect their preparedness for a successful transition from student to an employee (Caballero &
Walker, 2010; Schweinsberg et al., 2021).

Employment Outcomes for Psychology Graduates

National data exemplify the discrepancy in work readiness for psychology graduates compared to their
allied health counterparts. Specifically, while 84% of occupational therapy (Fay & Adamson, 2017),
85% of dietetics (Heafala et al., 2021), 75% of social work, and 96% of physiotherapy graduates (The
Social Research Centre, 2021) find full-time employment four months after graduating from their
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undergraduate degree, only 64% of graduates from a 3-4 year psychology program obtain full-time
employment during the same period (Hamilton et al., 2018; The Social Research Centre, 2021).

A lack of professional identity and poor awareness of graduate attributes are both suggested reasons
for the employment discrepancy. However, the most identified catalyst is an insufficient level of
psychological literacy. Psychological literacy is the ability to apply psychological skills and knowledge
to real-life contexts, often to meet personal, professional or societal needs (Cranney & Dunn, 2011;
Morris et al., 2013). In addition to communicating effectively, respecting diversity, and being insightful
and reflective, psychologically literate citizens can apply key graduate attributes: knowledge of
psychology, scientific research methodology, critical and creative thinking, and acting ethically and
professionally (Cranney & Dunn, 2011; Cranney et al., 2011; McGovern et al., 2010; Morris et al., 2013;
Trapp et al., 2011). Findings from Morris et al. (2013) suggest the gap in psychological literacy may not
result from students’ perceived awareness and importance of moderately high graduate attributes.
Instead, Hamilton et al. (2018) propose education systems’ attention should highlight the translatable
graduate traits desirable by industry and develop graduates’ capabilities required to navigate and
thrive in an evolving occupational landscape. The Bryan et al. (2011) study highlights the structural
obstacles to incorporating a greater focus on work readiness. Current psychology curricula were
mapped against the three domains of experimental learning (i.e., teaching-research nexus, practice-
based, and service learning), however, only evidence of a teaching-research nexus was found in the
evaluated psychology programs (Bryan et al., 2011).

Schweinsberg et al. (2021) outline that while a focus on work readiness research in the psychology field
is growing, the literature remains sorely lacking. To address the significant gap in graduate work
readiness, programs must apply methods used in similar degrees with greater employability success,
with the primary aim to ensure the link between graduate attributes and work readiness skillsets is
tangible and easily accessible (Schweinsberg et al., 2021). The need for increased focus on work
readiness is most pressing when considering the growing demand for community mental health
support and the high incidence of graduates under 25 years old finding employment in unrelated
occupations such as hospitality or sales (Hamilton et al., 2018; Reupert et al., 2018; Schweinsberg et al.,
2021). To simultaneously address the growing demand for psychological support and enable a more
robust transition from university to the workforce, it is imperative that students can appreciate,
understand, convey, and implement the knowledge and competencies acquired during their
undergraduate study in professional settings (Hamilton et al., 2018). A method increasingly recognized
as a critical strategy for developing student work readiness in higher education through nontechnical
skill development, enhanced self-awareness of capabilities, improved decision making and teamwork,
and practical problem solving is WIL (Helyer & Lee, 2014; Jackson, 2019; Rowe & Zegwaard, 2017).

Work-Integrated Learning

The term WIL encapsulates numerous practice-based and experiential learning models (e.g., service
learning, cooperative education, work-based learning) and activities (e.g., simulations, clinical
placements, internships, fieldwork, volunteering, project-based work, practicums) (Rowe & Zegwaard,
2017). To improve work readiness in students, WIL must be authentic, include quality supervision and
feedback, feature robust industry partnerships, involve active engagement, and provide adequate
preparation and debriefing activities for participating students (Ferns et al., 2015; Helyer & Lee, 2014).
While vocational degrees (e.g., nursing) have experience successfully implementing various WIL
activities, WIL incidence within theoretically based degrees, such as psychology, is comparatively
uncommon (Hamilton et al., 2018; Reddy & Moores, 2006). However, recent developments in the
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evaluation and integration of WIL initiatives and programs in psychology are emerging (Hamilton et
al.,, 2018; Marrington et al., 2019), supported by literature highlighting the positive impact of effective
WIL implementation on developing employability when implemented during enrolment in higher
education (Hall et al., 2017; Messum et al., 2017; Reddan & Rauchle, 2017).

Current Study

Beyond a handful of workplace-based learning courses, there is seldom research, evidence, or dialogue
promoting the embedment of industry projects, work simulations, and authentic learning opportunities
for psychology undergraduates (Auburn et al., 1993; Golding et al., 2019). Accordingly, this study
sought to address a key gap in the undergraduate curriculum for one of the largest student cohorts in
the Australian higher education sector (i.e., psychology) by constructing a tangible framework of WIL
opportunities to enrich student education and preparedness for the workforce (i.e., a taxonomy).
Specifically, interviews with key stakeholder groups (graduates of the undergraduate programs, WIL
expert staff, industry leaders and program accreditation staff) elicited data on what kinds of WIL are
currently employed in both undergraduate psychology and complementary degrees, the challenges
and considerations of implementing WIL into large-scale undergraduate courses, how a lack of applied
experience during university studies hinders entry, and success in various industry sectors, and where
WIL fits within current and future Australian accreditation standards. This data were analyzed and
key activities and experiences for WIL were extracted and shaped against known examples. We then
positioned the opportunities on a grid against two principles for meaningful learning: task authenticity
and industry proximity (Oliver, 2015). Constructing and distributing a detailed and specific taxonomy
of WIL opportunities for psychology students will provide a) a fine-grained and activity-anchored plan
for universities to promptly amend the design and delivery of critical subjects in the curriculum to
enhance skills and attributes required for a broad range of graduate-level roles and duties and b)
improve psychological literacy within psychology graduates. Additionally, this research lays the first
stone for a larger program of research designed to enhance the capabilities and competencies of
psychology undergraduates.

METHOD

Four main stakeholder groups were identified and recruited for the study, each offering a unique
perspective on how and where existing curricula could be modified to incorporate WIL opportunities.

Stakeholder Groups

Psychology graduates
Recent graduates of three and four-year Australian psychology undergraduate programs were invited
to participate in the study. All participants were aged 18 years and older and were currently employed
or seeking employment in a field related to their degree. Graduates were recruited through university
alumni pages on Facebook, and via advertisements positioned on the research team's professional and
personal social media platforms (i.e., Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn). Psychology graduates and one
psychology-social work graduate (n = 12) from five Australian universities participated in tele-
interviews. The average age of the interviewees was 24.7 years, and nine of the 12 participants were
female, reflective of the current gender classification in Australian psychology programs (Workplace
Gender Equality Agency, 2019). Four participants had completed the three-year undergraduate
program, while the remainder completed four years of study (i.e., Bachelor of Psychology plus Honors).
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Industry leaders

Employers and leaders from industry sectors most likely to hire psychology graduates were recruited
for the study. Requests for participation were submitted through official organizational channels (i.e.,
general enquiry forms on the organizational website). Individuals who responded to the call for
participation were assessed for suitability (i.e., working directly with psychology graduates) and were
then booked in for an interview. A total of 11 interviews were conducted (female = 7) from medical
and community health services (1 = 5), government departments (n = 3), disability support services (n
= 2) and psychosocial support organisation (1 = 1).

Work-integrated learning staff

We also sought the perspectives of higher education staff who specialize in WIL from complementary
fields of study (allied health, management, education). Participants were identified by searching the
staff database of 20 Australian universities, and the Australian Collaborative Education Network
executive board and were invited to participate via a personalized email. Eleven interviews were
conducted with WIL staff (female = 10) from nine Australian universities. Staff specialized in various
industries ( psychology, hospitality, business, design, science, health sciences, medicine, early
childhood education, journalism) to harness ideas and guidance on what kinds of WIL would be
suitable for a psychology degree and considerations for integration.

Australian Psychology Accreditation Council staff
In Australia, all recognized psychology programs are assessed and endorsed by the Australian
Psychology Accreditation Council (APAC). To understand what kinds of learning are currently
mandated, required and recommended in psychology undergraduate programs, a senior
representative of the Accreditation Council was interviewed (n =1).

Study Design

The uncharted and ubiquitous nature of the research question problem required an exploratory,
qualitative approach, informed by rich, contextual data (Given, 2008). Accordingly, data were collected
via semi-structured interviews, informed by the approach outlined by Rowley (2012). A unique and
relevant set of interview questions was formulated and delivered to each stakeholder group, but all
aimed to address key queries such as:

e What kinds of WIL are currently embedded within undergraduate psychology programs?

e What knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics are psychology graduates missing
when they enter the workforce?

e What kind of learning experiences or opportunities would benefit psychology students before
entering the workforce?

Procedure

Ethics approval was sought and granted before participants were contacted or data collected (Approval
number: 2020002713). All participants were provided with an information sheet that clearly outlined
the requirements for participation, along with a consent form. Interviews did not commence until
participants provided written consent authorizing their participation and use of their data. All
participants were offered a $30 Gift Card as an honorarium for their time. All interviews were
conducted remotely (e.g., telephone, videoconference) to account for social restrictions due to COVID-
19. Interviews were audio-recorded with consent to ensure accurate transcription, which was
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undertaken by a third-party service. Interviews were between 18-72 minutes, with an average of 40
minutes.

The text-based interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify and draw out the
primary themes. Thematic analysis identifies and explores salient, meaningful themes, underscoring
how they relate to the primary aims of the present study. The transcribed interviews were analyzed
through several coding cycles in NVivo 12 software. Braun and Clarke's (2006, 2013) method of
thematic analysis was used and included the following steps: a) transcription; b) reading and
familiarization with data; c) coding across the entire data set; d) identifying themes; e) reviewing
themes by producing a thematic map; f) defining and naming themes, and g) finalizing analysis.

It should be acknowledged that within the interviews, some individual ideas or experiences stood out
as intriguing and captivating, however, the analysis method allows for salient, meaningful themes from
the segments and the group of participants as a whole to answer the research questions.

FINDINGS

Three core themes are outlined and discussed, tabulated to illustrate salience of findings, and supported
by quotations from interviewees. Each theme is represented by the views of the four stakeholder
segments (i.e., psychology graduates, WIL staff, APAC staff, and industry leaders/hirers).

Lack of Applied Experience for Undergraduate Students

A principal issue discussed among all stakeholder groups (but primarily psychology graduates) was a
lack of WIL opportunities with industry or broader applications during the undergraduate degree
program (see Table 1 for an overview of themes and illustrating quotes). A symptom of this lack of
exposure, particularly for graduates who do not enter Masters or PhD programs, was confusion and
uncertainty about what jobs they are eligible and suitable for upon graduation, and a sense of
dissatisfaction with their undergraduate experience as a result:

You could do a psych degree and then go and just become a manager somewhere or — you know
— like it kind of sets you up to do anything, but the big question is always, like, well, what? Like,
people are... it can take you anywhere and you're like, but can you just give me a list?
(PsychGrad#12)

Several psychology graduates noted that existing WIL experiences were ‘too broad’ (i.e., videos in class,
guest lectures, or the opportunity to do a WIL thesis), and lecturers often failed to make the connection
between the learning experience and its real-world application:

Sometimes communication, like you do a lot of essay writing, and we do a lot of report writing,
but, and that’s all really, really good. But you know, sometimes it’s really good to know like how
to talk to people, who - I don’t know how to word this - like you know, who are in crisis. I mean,
we do the counselling courses, but you don’t really get too much crisis training or more just some
of those communication skills like what's it like to actually work in the field. (PsychGrad#6)

Industry hirers noted similar perspectives, many remarked on the strengths of psychology graduates
comparative to other cohorts, but recommended improved applied experiences to enhance skills and
capacity for collaboration with others outside of the field of psychology:
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The problem that psychology graduates get when they leave university is a lack of opportunity

to utilize the skills that they've already learnt. They’ve spent three-four years at university,

learning about psychological science or a diploma in counselling and they’ve built very, very
strong skills. However, where they can use those skills is the problem. (IH#10)

The lack of awareness around translation of practical knowledge and therapies into real world
setting and a lack of maybe understanding of multidisciplinary kind of how that might work as
a team. I have had — we've had a psych grad recently very outraged that our senior social work
was doing DBT because they don’t understand that other disciplines can do therapies. (IH#8)

TABLE 1: Lack of work-integrated learning during the undergraduate degree and its impact

on employability.
Theme Stakeholder # of # of Illustrating Quotes
Group Participants Comments
Lack of WIL Psych 10 20 “I didn’t have any... industry experience at all.
opportunities graduates Like, you just have no idea what you're walking
within degree into as a psychologist.” PsychGrad#10
“I got no real-world exposure at all. I got an
introduction to a variety of different potential
streams of psychology”. PsychGrad#9
Lack of Psych 9 17 “I didn’t really know coming out if I was qualified
knowledge graduates for anything because they only talked about
about degree Postgrad that you have a qualification after
translation to Postgraduate studies”. PsychGrad#7
employment
Does not Psych 8 14 “l didn’t realize how competitive [entry into]
prepare graduates Masters was, to start with. And, so I thought,
graduates for there are other pathways that I could potentially
future study go down, such as internships. Found out that that
was really, really difficult to get into too.”
PsychGrad#1
WIL is too Psych 7 13 “So, we, in like the Clinical elective some Clinical
broad and not  graduates Psychologist would come out and talk about their

connected to
learning

therapy or a book, but they would never give their
— they didn’t say how they got from A to B”.
PsychGrad#7

Note. Number of Participants and number of Comments are illustrative of salience found within the theme.

Benefits of Barriers to and Considerations of Implementing WIL in Psychology Undergraduate Degrees

Embedding more WIL into degrees was universally supported among the stakeholder groups,
however, several challenges and considerations were also highlighted (see Table 2 for a breakdown of
sub-themes and corresponding participant quotes). Among the identified benefits, WIL Staff discussed
how greater WIL opportunities would not only assist with the translation of theory into practice but

also help graduates feel more confident in seeking employment by articulating their broad range of
KSAOs to future employers:
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While you might not get a job as a chemist or a physicist, chances are you're not, or a historian,
or a philosopher, if you go onto SEEK, you're not going to find a job that’s directly related today.
And you’ve actually got to rearticulate and sell yourself around different skill sets and different
capabilities. (WILStaff#5)

Additionally, industry hirers discussed how meaningful and structured experiences in workplace
settings would allow students to build their skills, such as working with other allied health colleagues
and navigating broader health and government systems.

I think it would be excellent if they could have some exposure, some kind of placement to be
working with clients and working within a multidisciplinary team because a lot of people will
be working with [Department] or what not and just not understanding how that works.
Because I feel like they are at a disadvantage compared to other graduates from different
disciplines not having that experience. (IH#9)

Over half the WIL staff discussed the importance of appropriate support when seeking to embed WIL
initiatives. Specifically, they noted that WIL programs require strong and genuine support from the
top of the university faculties and departments (e.g., deans, course coordinators, administrators), who
should emphasize the true value of these opportunities. Adequate resources (e.g., time, staff,
relationships with industry) are also vital to authentic learning experiences:

The second part of that, which is really important with WIL program:s, is socializing WIL. So, by
socializing WIL, I mean building buy-in from all kinds of stakeholders, particularly within the
university. So, I'm not talking about industry engagement here; I'm talking about building buy-
in through the university, so, you know disciplines understand the importance of WIL, they
understand how it works and so on. (WILStaff#8)

WIL staff also emphasized the role of industry in supporting students by constructing appropriate
placement roles, providing co-design opportunities and adequate feedback to the student, and
identifying key skills and blocks of knowledge that students must hold before entering organizations:

I think that we should have more industry involvement in the kind of design of our courses and
degrees, more consultation with what the employers, the big employers, and just more
engagement throughout, and not in a kind of a client and provider relationship either, like a
genuine partnership. (WILStaff#3)
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TABLE 2: Benefits barriers and considerations of work-integrated learning in psychology

degrees.
Theme Stakeholder # of # of Illustrating Quotes
Group Participants Comments

WIL builds WIL 7 6 “It doesn’t need to be structured feedback all the

confidence Staff time, and they’re getting feedback from their
peers, their companies or their mentors and the
academic and everyone else. So in terms of the
competency piece, we try to reinforce that and
talk about it, along the way again. So hopefully
by the end of it they do know, and they can
articulate, I guess..” WILStaff#2

Perception Industry 9 28 “Something a bit more applied, kind of along the

that WIL Hirers way I think would be handy, particularly for the

would students so they’d feel a bit more ready. Because

enhance that’s kind of feedback I've had from all the

employment students, is they don’t know what they do with

outcomes their degree if they can’t get into post graduate
studies.” IL/H#1

WIL makes Industry 5 6 “So, if you've got something that is eye-catching

students Hirers in, whether it's in NGOs, non-for-profits,

more volunteering, community engagement, and if

attractive (for you can sell that to me, as an employer, as either

hire) it speaks to your character as a person or speaks
to the kinds of things you are passionate about,
then that can only be an asset.” IL/H#3

Need for WIL 7 11 “...you’ve got access to this number of industry

support from  Staff partners, the next thing that you need to do is

industry think about ways that you can actually co-design
an opportunity with those industry partners,
even potentially think through how you can
invite a student into that co-design as well.”
WILStaff#11

Need for WIL 6 10 “They need support from the top actually and I

support from  Staff think there is a tendency to even though WIL is

universities

very popular, and universities are implementing
a lot of the WIL programs, a lot of senior
managers don’t actually understand what's
required.” WILStaff#10

Note. Number of Participants and number of Comments are illustrative salience found within the theme.
Opportunities for Work-Integrated Learning in Psychology Undergraduate Programs

All stakeholder groups proposed ideas to better prepare graduates for work or the use of their degrees
(see Table 3). Psychology graduates emphasized the need for practical components such as placement,
exposure to psychology jobs, or a platform like a newsletter to inform students on WIL opportunities,
even if they are not integrated into the degree. Several psychology graduates also drew attention to
the value of counselling and interpersonal skills (e.g., empathy, listening, people skills, cultural
awareness, guidance of others) and taking on volunteering roles in gaining and thriving in various
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roles. Additionally, to improve knowledge of the degree, more transparency on the pathway to
becoming a registered psychologist was perceived as beneficial:

I'would say, I think part of the preparation for the workforce is understanding from the get-go
the requirements for entering the workforce as a psychologist. So, I would say, I mean first and
foremost just sit them down first year or whatever and just be like hey this is the progression of
what you're looking like the next 4 to 8 or whatever years is going to look like. (PsychGrad#8)

I think for my job at Parliament you know, I think that really focuses a bit more on people skills.
And I think that’s one sort of big thing I think coming out of psychology I think, I'd like to think
a lot of psychology graduates have high emotional intelligence and I think that’s one thing that
has served me incredibly well in every single one of my roles. (PsychGrad#11)

For industry hirers, WIL experiences that broadened students understanding of organizational and
public health systems, along with the ability to work in a multidisciplinary context, were viewed most
importantly and favorably:

So, you know a good, an impressive graduate at interview will sort of be aware well you've not
studied this but I'm aware of where data fits and what it can do and the need to go to stakeholders
and you know use other sources of data and link data and really sort of get that sort of broader
sort of high-level perspective. (IH#2)

Finally, WIL Staff charted a spectrum of WIL opportunities beyond placements, including using
internal and external career services, more lectures and workshops connecting theory to real-world
examples, communication classes, and international exchanges. Ten WIL staff accentuated the need
for early embedment of WIL experiences, starting from the first semester of study and gradually
scaffolding to more complex and integrated opportunities:

My philosophy and what I am trying to champion at our institution is that Work-Integrated
Learning, a variety of Work-Integrated Learning experiences, so placement and non-placement,
need to be scaffolded across the degree, and this includes from first year, but obviously with
meaning. (WILStaff#11)

Taxonomy of Work-Integrated Learning Opportunities for Psychology Undergraduates

Drawing on the examples and suggestions of all four stakeholder groups, a taxonomy of WIL
opportunities for psychology undergraduate students was constructed (see Figure 1). The taxonomy
maps a broad range of activities that tap into the two “principles for effectiveness ... that relate to
employability”: task authenticity, how closely a task resembles professional level challenges and
proximity to industry, how closely the context resembles a professional environment (Oliver, 2015, p.
61-62).

Many of the WIL activities are implementable in a variety of formats. For example, placement,
discussion panels, interviews, and role-play may all be conducted virtually, practically and on an
individual or group level depending on the resources available to the university and goals of the WIL
activity. In particular, the increased activity implementation flexibility due to the emergence of digital
WIL presents an opportunity to achieve similar results with reduced risk and resources. With the
general implementation flexibility in mind, activities have been grouped according to factors
potentially relevant to WIL practitioners.
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TABLE 3: Opportunities for work-integrated learning in psychology undergraduate degrees.

Theme

Stakeholder
Group

# of
Participants

# of
Comments

Illustrating Quotes

Perceptions of
how WIL
could be
integrated

Potential
opportunities

Examples of
WIL

Volunteering
as a self-
pursued WIL
opportunity

Increasing
counselling
skill education

Psych Grads

WIL Staff

WIL Staff

Psych Grads

Psych Grads

7

11

22

17

16

“I think one thing that I think is really important
that they need to look at in undergrad
psychology, is giving us the chance to do our
degree.”

practical ~ component to  our

PsychGrads#10

“So, if a teacher is teaching something, a particular
topic in psychology, well then, they have the
responsibility to translate that particular topic
into practice for their students and provide
reflective opportunities for them to take meaning
of what this looks like for themselves and what
this might look like for them as practitioners in the
future.” WILStaff#11

“So, our program is mainly placement based.
Before the students do placement which they get
academic credit for, they do a preparation unit
which incorporates career development and
organizational behaviors but also equips with
skills and tools, basically to go out and source
their own internship [and] placement, and then
sort of gain some knowledge about how they are
going to be able to sort of navigate some
organizational challenges when they are in their
placement as well.” WILStaff#10

“I definitely think volunteering was a huge thing.
Even when I had thought I was going to be a
psychologist, I remember someone telling me,
like, if you want this bad, you’ve got to volunteer.
You've got to start now. Like, you've got to
volunteer for the next 5 years of your life,
basically. To show people that you're committed
to this career path because good grades don’t
necessarily mean that you're going to get a job”
PsychGrad#4

“And I think that’s one sort of thing I think
coming out of psychology I think, I'd like to think
a lot of psychology graduates have fairly high
emotional intelligence and I think that’s the one
thing that has served me incredibly well in every
single one of my roles.” Psych Grads#11

Note. Number of Participants and number of Comments are illustrative of salience found within the theme.
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FIGURE 1: Taxonomy of work-integrated learning opportunities for undergraduate psychology students.
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DISCUSSION

To date, there has been little research or implementation of WIL in undergraduate psychology training
programs, resulting in prolonged and unsatisfactory transitions from university to employment
(Borden & Rajecki, 2000; QILT, 20121). To address this fundamental gap in undergraduate curricula,
this study identifies the current state of WIL in psychology programs, the impact of limited applied
learning experiences on employment transition, and points of intervention within the current
curriculum structure where small- and large-scale WIL activities, structures and opportunities can be
implemented. The aim of the present study involved developing a WIL taxonomy to support current
and future undergraduate psychology students successfully enter into meaningful employment. The
findings offer both theoretical reasoning and tangible solutions for enhancing and augmenting existing
university subjects with a theoretical, conceptual, or notional structure, highlighting the importance of
WIL for a cohort of graduates struggling to make a successful transition to field-specific employment.
Importantly, and unique to this study, each stakeholder group identified ways to improve
psychological literacy. First, and most pertinently, psychology students must be exposed to a more
systematic program of WIL throughout their undergraduate psychology degree. Encouragingly,
discussions with industry hirers and WIL Staff dispelled the notion that WIL be limited to exposure to
therapeutic environments (i.e., placement or internships in private practices, hospital settings,
community health centers). Rather, great value is to be gained by incorporating internal and external
learning experiences that explicitly aid translation of degree-specific knowledge and content into core
role competencies and proficiencies, and enrich students’ understanding of where such translation can
occur (i.e., the range of available career opportunities) (Drewery & Pretti, 2021).

Second, and concurrently to integrating WIL practices, psychology program leaders should implement
educational initiatives for current and graduating students to improve psychological literacy (Conroy
et al., 2022). Such schemes could take the form of (a) educating students about clear, feasible, and
representative career pathways for psychology graduates (including talks from industry leaders
seeking the strong set of people-orientated skills that psychology graduates possess), (b) more
diligently emphasizing the importance WIL and its connection to enhanced employability (including
forms of self-led and acquired WIL, e.g., paid work, volunteering) through alumni events and career
nights that enable graduates to ratify how their early WIL experiences generated long-term
employment in their desired field, and (c) developing guides and programs that enable graduates to
speak to how the knowledge and capabilities acquired during their undergraduate study address
current business and practice needs.

Implications for Practice

Constructing and distributing a detailed and specific taxonomy of WIL opportunities for psychology
students provides a fine-grained and activity-anchored plan for universities to promptly amend the
design and delivery of key subjects in the curriculum to enhance the skills and attributes required for
a broad range of graduate-level roles and duties. For students not eligible or interested in post-graduate
studies, participating in a rich range of WIL activities listed in the taxonomy offers crucial experiences
that could improve skills and knowledge, increase work-readiness and aid a successful transition to
employment. For example, Zegwaard and Coll (2011) report that graduates who had undertaken a
work placement made better informed decisions about their career direction and felt more certain of
their career choices. Jackson and Collings (2018) note a small but significant difference in employment
outcomes in the first four months following graduation for students who elect to undertake an industry
placement during their undergraduate studies. Additionally, for students who do continue on to post-
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graduate studies, engaging with WIL provides a foundation to draw upon as they begin their
placement programs and may even aid admission into these highly competitive programs.

However, it is essential to understand that the progression of WIL activities along both axes generally
requires increased resources from universities regarding activity design, preparation, implementation,
and review. Increasing proximity to industry is the harder of the two primary activity characteristics
to achieve. Universities must cultivate and maintain strong relationships with industry partners
without affecting industry productivity or both parties’ reputation (Ferns et al., 2016). Coordinators
must also develop activities that provide valuable WIL experience to students at different stages during
the degree while adhering to thorough health and safety rules (as students will often work in external
environments outside university control) (Fleming & Hay, 2021).

While all activities with low proximity to industry can be reasonably implemented by the university
alone, requiring fewer resources and planning, the responsibilities associated with activities featuring
more proximity to industry requires increasingly greater experience and effort. Consequently,
universities attempting to embed more WIL activities in psychology undergraduate programs should
look to professionals experienced with WIL in higher education. Participant WIL domain experience
indicates that while psychological WIL practitioners may be much rarer than those in other fields, many
WIL practitioners design and implement programs across a range of domains and may therefore
perform well in the role. The responsibility of any individual or group attempting to provide more
WIL opportunities to psychology undergraduates includes the development of industry relationships;
activities requiring medium and high proximity to industry are challenging to successfully implement
without investment from industry partners (Edgar & Connaughton, 2014). Further, a structured
progression of WIL activities is suggested to increase task authenticity and industry proximity in
concert with current degree course progression.

Strengths Limitations and Future Research

This study is one of the first to examine WIL phenomena in undergraduate psychology degrees through
qualitative investigation. From this data a clear, evidence-based guide from which course coordinators,
lecturers, and learning designers can identify and implement authentic learning experiences is now
available. In doing so, this study provides a foundational basis from which a rich syllabus of future
research is warranted. For example, most psychology graduates reported limited or no WIL
opportunities throughout their three—four-year degree. While these shared perceptions amongst
graduates of different cohorts suggests a systematic problem in the Australian curricula, future research
(via a systematic review of program structures) is warranted to establish whether no/limited WIL exists,
or if graduate (and educators) understandings of WIL are skewed to applied experiences such as
placement, internships, and engagement with real-world situations. Additionally, further examination
of the barriers, facilitators, and outcomes of WIL in psychology undergraduate degrees, including a
thorough (i.e., processes and outcomes) evaluation of the integration of the proposed taxonomy is
desirable. The topic of sample size in qualitative research has dominated much discourse, however,
there is now a consensus on the required number of interviews to garner transferable meaning and
generalization (see Bazeley, 2021). This study comprises 36 interviews, which constitutes an average
number of in-depth inquiries as established by Saunders and Townsend (2016) (i.e., between 15-60
interviews). Additionally, the sample sizes for the different participant segments provided compelling
insight and theme salience, primarily due to the clear consensus of responses related to the aim (see
Braun & Clarke, 2019). However, caution should be exercised in generalizing results from this study
until a broader breadth of research can corroborate our findings (Delmar, 2010).
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CONCLUSION

The success of any university training program is contingent on its ability to yield competent,
resourceful graduates that make a successful conversion from student to professional. A critical factor
in ensuring such outcomes is through opportunities to participate in authentic and professional
experiences that bridge the connection between theoretical and conceptual learnings and the real-world
practices of a profession. Such experiences have been predominantly omitted from undergraduate
psychology programs. This study addresses a core gap in the broader Australian curricula by
encouraging the incorporation of a taxonomy of WIL opportunities designed to enrich education and
preparedness for the workplace while laying the first stone for a larger program of research designed
to enhance the capabilities and competencies of psychology undergraduates.
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