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P R E FAC E

Teaching Psychology as a Science

In this version of the National Standards for High School 
Psychology Curricula, centering the foundational role of sci-
entific methods in the development of psychological knowl-
edge is a core priority. From the inception of the project to 
revise the National Standards, the authors set the goal that 
this document should shepherd the teaching of psychology 
in high schools through the transition to being recognized 
and taught as a science. Though many high school psychol-
ogy teachers enjoy the opportunity to introduce their stu-
dents to the field of psychology, this opportunity carries the 
responsibility to accurately represent the nature of psycho-
logical science as rooted in empirical research. These 
National Standards emphasize this foundational reality, and 
instruction that is in alignment with these National Standards 
will reflect psychology’s scientific nature.

Many teachers of high school psychology may find the 
directive to focus on the field’s scientific foundations to be 
intimidating. However, the consequences of shying away 
from embracing and communicating this reality to students 
may be significant. Misrepresenting the field by neglecting 
this crucial framework or by including pseudoscience in the 
psychology course fails to adequately equip students to 
understand psychological science and to apply psychology 
productively to their own lives, and may dissuade them from 
pursuing further study in psychology in college and beyond. 
As students’ guides through their first contact with the field 
of psychology, high school psychology teachers should 
ensure that they prepare students to fully engage with the 
field, and so it is increasingly important that they represent 
psychological science as a science.

To help teachers of high school psychology accurately 
represent psychological science, these Standards frame and 
connect the learning targets in the course to a set of Integra-
tive Themes that show how psychological knowledge is 
interconnected, including a foundational theme that 
describes how psychological science depends on empirical 
data. Resources to support teachers in adapting their 
instruction to achieve these learning targets are available on 
the APA website.

The initial intent of the National Standards Working 
Group that revised this latest (2022) document was to 
demonstrate how psychology standards promote and align 
to the scientific practices and crosscutting principles 
provided in the Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS 
Lead States, 2013; see Table 1). As detailed by Foley (2018), 
psychology instruction engages students in the scientific 
practices and meets crosscutting principles by asking 
students to identify natural phenomena, ask questions, and 
investigate and explain what they are studying. Psychology 
students can learn science by engaging in science, the 
cornerstone of science education per the NGSS. 

The Working Group discussed at length how the NGSS 
science practices and crosscutting concepts could be woven 
into the National Standards and considered adding 
action-oriented learning targets into this document to 
demonstrate how students could learn by doing. Ultimately, 
the Working Group concluded that there were too many 
differences between the science standards for entire 
branches of science (e.g., Physical Science, Life Science, 
Earth and Space Sciences) taught across K-12 education, 
and these National Standards for a specific high school 
course. However, the Working Group drafted the National 
Standards document to demonstrate the scientific nature, 
content, and foundation of psychology, with the hope that 
the National Standards could help the transition toward a 
broad acceptance that high school psychology courses 
should be recognized as science courses. The Working 
Group supports the recommendations from High School 
Psychology is Science: A Report from the APA Summit on High 
School Psychology Education (Alston et al., 2019) as well as 
other efforts to recognize high school psychology as a STEM 
subject. The Working Group shares the goal stated in the 
Alston et al. (2019) report that students taking high school 
psychology courses should be able to earn science credit 
upon completion of the course. The Working Group is 
hopeful that this latest reiteration of the National Standards 
will continue to support the scientific nature and foundation 
of the course. 

The Need for National Standards 

Although psychology is a science, across the United States, 
high school psychology courses are taught by teachers situ-
ated in either social studies departments or science depart-
ments because of variability across states in teacher 
credentialing in psychology and unique departmental struc-
tures. Consequently, students’ first exposure to psychology 
as a discipline may be vastly different in content and level of 
challenge across districts and schools. Additionally, neither 
social studies nor science curriculum standards have ade-
quately addressed psychology as a discipline.

For psychology to be adequately taught as a scientific 
discipline at the secondary level, learning targets are essen-
tial. Thus, in 1994 the American Psychological Association 
commissioned the Task Force for the Development of 
National High School Psychology Standards to develop 
standards that identify what students in an introductory 
high school psychology course should learn. Task force 
members included experienced psychology educators at the 
secondary and university levels.

The task force members anticipated the need for 
periodic revision of the standards due to the continued 
advancement of psychology as a discipline. Soon after the 

https://www.apa.org/education-career/k12/national-standards
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original approval in August 1999 of the psychology standards, 
the National Standards for High School Psychology Curric-
ula Working Group was formed to coordinate the first 
revision process. They facilitated a rigorous review process 
to produce a document that represents the best practices in 
the teaching of psychology as both a natural and social 
science. The first revision of these psychology standards 
was published in 2005, and a second revision was published 
in 2011. This third and most current version of the standards 
reflects the evolving body of psychological knowledge.

The task force members and subsequent working group 
members designed these standards to enhance quality 
curricula, express learning goals for students, and promote 
excellence in the teaching of the high school introductory 
psychology course. The public has a right to expect a course 
in psychology to meet criteria for quality. Expectations with 
respect to learning goals should be clear. Standards related 
to the knowledge and skills expected of students should be 
high but attainable. This document represents a vision of 
what students should know after completing the high school 
psychology course. 

Though this version of the National Standards shifts the 
emphasis of the course to highlight psychology’s scientific 
foundation and Integrative Themes, experienced teachers of 
high school psychology will find much of the content of the 
National Standards to be familiar. As the scientific study of 
behavior and mental processes, psychology continues to be 
a field that informs our understanding of society’s most 
challenging problems—including crime, poverty, prejudice, 
violence, and environmental sustainability. Well-informed 
students of psychology can apply psychological science to 
their daily lives to great effect.

TABLE 1
Science Practices and Crosscutting Concepts from 
the Next Generation Science Standards
See Foley (2018) for a summary of how psychology 
advances the practices and concepts outlined below.

SCIENTIFIC AND ENGINEERING PRACTICES

These Practices are “the major practices that scientists 
employ as they investigate and build models and theories 
about the world... [The term “practices” emphasizes] that 
engaging in scientific investigation requires not only skill 
but also knowledge that is specific to each practice… As 
in all inquiry-based approaches to science teaching, [the] 
expectation is that students will themselves engage in the 
practices and not merely learn about them secondhand. 
Students cannot comprehend scientific practices, nor fully 
appreciate the nature of scientific knowledge itself, with-
out directly experiencing those practices for themselves.” 
(NRC, 2012, p. 30):

1.	 Asking questions (for science) and defining 
problems (for engineering)

2.	 Developing and using models 
3.	 Planning and carrying out investigations 
4.	 Analyzing and interpreting data 
5.	 Using mathematics and computational thinking 
6.	 Constructing explanations (for science) and 

designing solutions (for engineering) 
7.	 Engaging in argument from evidence 
8.	 Obtaining, evaluating, and communicating 

information

CROSSCUTTING CONCEPTS 

The crosscutting concepts have application across all 
science disciplines:

1.	 Patterns 
2.	 Cause and effect: Mechanism and explanation 
3.	 Scale, proportion, and quantity 
4.	 Systems and system models 
5.	 Energy and matter: Flows, cycles, and 

conservation 
6.	 Structure and function 
7.	 Stability and change

Source: A Framework for K-12 Science Education: Practices, Crosscut-
ting Concepts, and Core Ideas (NRC, 2012)

https://www.apa.org/ed/precollege/ptn/2018/09/high-school-next-generation
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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A RY
The goal of the National Standards for High School Psychology Curricula is to help teachers and 
others responsible for the development of psychology curriculum at the secondary school 
level develop an accurate, comprehensive, and developmentally appropriate introductory 
psychology course aimed at students in grades 9 through 12. The National Standards does 
not define the discipline of psychology, nor does it prescribe what should be taught in an 
introductory psychology course at the postsecondary level. Rather, the National Standards 
provides a framework for teachers and others to craft introductory psychology courses for 
high school students. Mindful of this curricular context and student audience, the National 
Standards is an outline of the basic core essentials of psychological science and practice to 
be taught in the introductory psychology course and is intended to be relevant to the lives of 
high school students.

Teachers need not use the National Standards for daily lesson planning. Rather, teachers 
should use the National Standards to determine the overall content and learning objectives 
for students who are first learning about psychology in high school. Teachers can use a variety 
of resources, including those available through the American Psychological Association’s 
website, to develop daily lesson plans that support the content and learning objectives in the 
National Standards.

Teachers should also use the National Standards to promote psychological literacy in 
their students. Teachers can achieve this learning outcome by balancing the opportunities 
for their students to discover new knowledge with opportunities to learn about established 
research findings and theories about human and non-human animal behavior in their lectures. 
Students should understand the major ideas found in psychology today and appreciate how 
psychologists try to understand the world, make new discoveries, and apply psychological 
knowledge to solve problems.

The mission of the original task force that developed these standards and the subsequent 
revision committees was to prepare a document to be used by educational leaders, teachers, 
and other stakeholders to determine what high school psychology students ought to be 
taught in a high school psychology classroom. Use of the term standards in this document 
is consistent with national practices in K-12 education when disciplinary societies, teacher 
organizations, or other non-regulatory groups develop benchmark learning objectives for 
curriculum development and assessment of student learning in particular subjects of study. 
Consistent with the use of the term standards in a secondary school setting, these standards 
are advisory.
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Structure of the National Standards  
and Integrative Themes

The National Standards is not presented as a taxonomy nor is 
it organized to suggest that the course content be taught in a 
particular sequence. Rather, the aim of its design is to help 
teachers see how psychological knowledge rests on a founda-
tion of scientific methodology, how the content of the course 
can be conceptualized at multiple levels, and how several 
Integrative Themes connect and unite psychological science.

The National Standards suggests four levels of under-
standing for psychology content. First, the Foundation of 
Scientific Inquiry and Research Methods and the five 
thematic Pillars represent overarching areas that encom-
pass broad areas of psychological methodology, knowledge, 
and study. Next, the Standard Areas are unit topics that 
represent closely related theories and findings regarding 
more specific areas of knowledge and study. The Content 
Standards are specific topics teachers can use as starting 
points to build lessons. Finally, within each Content Standard, 
students should receive instruction that would enable them 
to meet specific Learning Targets, or objectives for each 
Content Standard.

As described in the Preamble to the National Standards, 
this document also features seven Integrative Themes that 

connect and unite psychological science. These themes emerge 
across the content of the course, demonstrating the intercon-
nected nature of psychological knowledge and how psycholog-
ical science impacts the world. These Integrative Themes were 
developed by APA’s Introductory Psychology Initiative as one 
of three Student Learning Outcomes for the undergraduate 
introduction to psychology course. The Integrative Themes 
reflect a unified vision for the nature of psychological knowl-
edge as interconnected and interdependent. The three Student 
Learning Outcomes recommended by the APA Introductory 
Psychology Initiative are provided in Table 2. Unlike the APA 
Introductory Psychology Initiative work, which was content 
agnostic, these National Standards address the content of the 
introductory course. Teachers can use the first two Student 
Learning Outcomes as needed in their course planning.

A graphic illustration for this version of the National 
Standards on page 18 shows how psychological knowledge 
builds on itself using scientific inquiry and is united by 
several themes. The following explanation is provided to 
assist the reader in understanding this illustration.

•	 The Scientific Inquiry and Research Methods Foundation 
creates the base of the Pillar Model, demonstrating that 
the perspectives in psychological science and the research 
methods, measurement, and statistics used to study 

TABLE 2
APA Introductory Psychology Initiative (IPI) Student Learning Outcomes for Introductory Psychology

In an introductory psychology course, students are expected to: 

PSYCHOLOGY CONTENT: IDENTIFY BASIC CONCEPTS 
AND RESEARCH FINDINGS 

1.1.	 Define and explain basic psychological concepts. 

1.2.	 Interpret research findings related to 
psychological concepts. 

1.3.	 Apply psychological principles to personal 
growth and other aspects of everyday life. 

SCIENTIFIC THINKING: SOLVE PROBLEMS USING 
PSYCHOLOGICAL METHODS 

2.1.	 Describe the advantages and limitations of 
research strategies. 

2.2.	 Evaluate, design, or conduct psychological 
research. 

2.3.	 Draw logical and objective conclusions about 
behavior and mental processes from empirical 
evidence. 

2.4.	 Examine how psychological science can be used 
to counter unsubstantiated statements, opinions, 
or beliefs. 

KEY THEMES: PROVIDE EXAMPLES OF PSYCHOLOGY’S 
INTEGRATIVE THEMES 

A.	 Psychological science relies on empirical evidence 
and adapts as new data develop. 

B.	 Psychology explains general principles that govern 
behavior while recognizing individual differences. 

C.	 Psychological, biological, social, and cultural factors 
influence behavior and mental processes. 

D.	 Psychology values diversity, promotes equity, and 
fosters inclusion in pursuit of a more just society. 

E.	 Our perceptions and biases filter our experiences of 
the world through an imperfect personal lens. 

F.	 Applying psychological principles can change our 
lives, organizations, and communities in positive 
ways. 

G.	 Ethical principles guide psychology research  
and practice.

Source: APA (2021)
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psychological phenomena are the foundation of all psy-
chological research and study. Behavior and mental pro-
cesses are understood better when theories and practices 
are empirically supported. Teachers should teach specif-
ically about scientific practices and integrate instruction 
about scientific inquiry and research methods into every 
part of the course, and they should avoid teaching pseu-
doscience. This Foundation is supported by the Integrative 
Theme A, which states that psychological science relies 
on empirical evidence and adapts as new data develop. 
This Foundation provides the base from which all other 
psychological knowledge is built. With this understand-
ing that psychology is a science, students can fully appre-
ciate the ongoing significance of the work of psychologists 
in understanding behavior and mental processes in reli-
able and valid ways.

•	 The five Pillars each contain units organized by content 
area. The Biological Pillar, which includes units on the 
biological bases of behavior, sensation, and conscious-
ness, shows that physical processes underlie psychology, 
and that biology influences behavior. The Cognition 
Pillar, which includes units on cognition, memory, per-
ception, and intelligence, investigates the mental pro-
cesses that drive behavior. The Development and 
Learning Pillar, which includes units on life span devel-
opment, learning, and language, studies the roles of envi-
ronment, experience, and maturation on behavior across 
the life span. The Social and Personality Pillar, which 
includes units on social psychology, personality, multicul-
tural and gender, and motivation and emotion, highlights 
individual differences that occur among humans and 
delves into how social, cultural, and economic factors 
shape behavior. The Mental and Physical Health Pillar, 
which includes units on disorders, health, and therapies, 
demonstrates how applied psychological science pro-
motes healthy living and contributes to well-being.

•	 In addition to the first Integrative Theme mentioned 
above, there are six additional Integrative Themes that 
cut across all Pillars, demonstrating that psychological 
science is inherently interconnected. Each Integrative 
Theme can be taught within each Pillar, and throughout 
the course, the Integrative Themes can appear in each 
unit. For instance, Theme F (Applying psychological prin-
ciples can change our lives, organizations, and communi-
ties in positive ways) may be more directly taught in areas 
like therapy, but may also be discussed when teaching 
motivation or personality. Likewise, Theme D (Psychology 
values diversity, promotes equity, and fosters inclusion in 
pursuit of a more just society) is directly relevant to the 
social and personality pillar, but issues of equality, diver-
sity, and inclusion are relevant to each unit within the 
psychology course. Indeed, teachers can apply every 
theme in every unit, although they are not expected to do 
so as this might be an overwhelming task. Instead, teach-
ers are encouraged to consider how the content already 
being taught or assessments being used can demonstrate 

the Integrative Themes throughout the course. Teaching 
the course using Integrated Themes can help elevate the 
student experience from rote memorization to applica-
tion and connection to their own lives. Teachers and 
stakeholders should refer to the Preamble and Appendix 
A for additional information on the Integrative Themes. 

All of the standard areas within each Pillar address important 
areas of psychology, but a high school teacher may not have 
the time to teach all the units comprehensively, especially in 
a one-semester course. The Pillar model indicates recom-
mended Standard Areas that all high school psychology 
courses should include, as indicated by asterisks. Additionally, 
the Working Group provides suggestions in Appendix B for 
how to include fundamental content into courses. These sug-
gestions are provided by experienced teachers of psychology 
to assist teachers in planning their overall course content.

Important Considerations for Teaching  
High School Psychology

EQUITY, DIVERSITY, AND INCLUSION

The centrality of equity, diversity, and inclusion to psychol-
ogy is evident across several of the Integrative Themes 
included in this document. Teachers of high school psychol-
ogy should be aware of the necessity of understanding diver-
sity to understand human behavior and interactions. 
Teachers should also incorporate diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion issues throughout the course, such as by emphasizing 
the role of individual differences in shaping human behavior 
and highlighting how psychology promotes equity and fos-
ters inclusion in pursuit of a more just society. In the intro-
ductory psychology course, teachers should present 
psychological science through a lens that is comprehensive 
of the field’s diverse topics of study, representative of the 
field’s diverse contributors, and respectful of the field’s 
diverse research participants. Teachers should incorporate 
issues of race and ethnicity, culture, gender identity and 
expression, sexual orientation, disability, religion, socioeco-
nomic status, national origin, and age into the psychology 
course. Teachers may also want to address how psycholo-
gy’s history includes both successes and abuses, and how 
psychologists contribute to building a just, diverse, and 
equitable society.

USING EVIDENCE-INFORMED INSTRUCTION

Psychology teachers have the unique opportunity to apply 
the content in their course to the methods they use to teach 
each day. Units such as memory, learning, and motivation 
give relevant, often practical, strategies teachers and stu-
dents can apply daily in class. Teachers are encouraged to 
use strategies from psychology to teach psychology. By 
incorporating elaborative rehearsal, distributed retrieval 
practice, incentives, metacognition, and important concepts 
like the Yerkes–Dodson Law into daily instruction, teachers 
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can help students not only learn these content standards but 
also become better learners in the process.

Learning is a dynamic experience, so teachers should 
have planned multiple teaching practices and learning strate-
gies that consider the student, the content, and the learning 
environment, as well as the teacher’s strengths in each lesson. 

RESOURCES FOR LESSON PLAN DEVELOPMENT

Much of the content included in this document only hints at 
the wealth of research literature addressing each topic. Thus, 
high school teachers are strongly encouraged to use various 
resources during lesson planning to make decisions about 
what to teach. Teachers should strive to use multiple text-
books, scholarly publications, and other instructional 
resources to plan lessons in each Standard Area. The APA 
and the APA Teachers of Psychology in Secondary Schools 
(TOPSS) have a wide variety of vetted teacher resources, 
including unit lesson plans, available at http://www.apa.org/
ed/topss. Using these materials can assist teachers in pre-
senting the most relevant, developmentally appropriate, and 
current information to students. Additional resources 
include those from the Society for the Teaching of Psychology 
(STP; APA Division 2), APA’S Project Assessment, and APA’s 
Online Psychology Laboratory. Appendix C provides addi-
tional resources for psychology teachers.

REPRESENTING THE GLOBAL NATURE OF PSYCHOLOGY

Teachers should not limit themselves to drawing upon 
resources developed in the United States. As psychology 
becomes an increasingly global discipline, teachers should 
present research that represents participants from diverse 
backgrounds and multiple cultures. Psychological research 
conducted in non-Western cultures often shows how psy-
chological phenomena may operate differently than in 
Western cultures. By presenting these types of findings to 
students, teachers can reinforce the idea that researchers 
should be careful about generalizing research findings 
beyond the populations studied. Teachers of the psychology 
course can take advantage of the resources available from 
reliable sources worldwide to increase their ability to 
demonstrate to their students the globalized and diverse 
nature of psychological science. International Psychology 
(APA Division 52) and the Society for the Teaching of 
Psychology’s (APA Division 2) International Committee are 
resources for teachers; both websites and additional 
resources on international research are provided through 
Appendix C.

The Process of Revising the Standards

Many individuals and groups contributed to the initial devel-
opment of these standards. Virginia Andreoli Mathie, PhD, 
and her committee from the APA National Conference on 
Enhancing the Quality of Undergraduate Education in 
Psychology (St. Mary’s College, June 1991); the APA Board of 
Educational Affairs (BEA); the Task Force for the Development 

of National High School Psychology Standards; and Jill Reich, 
PhD, executive director of the Education Directorate, were key 
leaders in the development of the original psychology curric-
ula standards published in August 1999.

The BEA first approved the beginning of the psychology 
curricula standards project in spring 1994. The APA Board of 
Directors approved a Task Force for the Development of 
National High School Psychology Standards in June 1994, 
with subsequent approval of the task force by the APA 
Council of Representatives. The task force developed the 
initial set of standards in 1995, and the document went 
through seven drafts as APA boards, committees, divisions, 
and APA members and affiliates reviewed the standards and 
submitted comments for consideration. In spring 1998, the 
final version was approved by BEA. The APA Board of Direc-
tors approved the final version in fall 1998, followed by the 
APA Council of Representatives’ approval in August 1999.

FIRST REVISION OF THE STANDARDS (2005)

The APA Council of Representatives approved the National 
Standards with the understanding that they should be 
reviewed and revised on an ongoing basis. Council specified 
that a revision of the standards should be undertaken on a 
7-year cycle. This is consistent with provisions of APA 
Association Rule 30-8.3, requiring cyclical review of 
approved standards and guidelines within periods not to 
exceed 10 years.

In 2001, the National Standards for High School Psychol-
ogy Curricula Working Group started the first revision process 
by soliciting nominations for content reviewers for each of the 
five original domains of the National Standards (i.e., Methods, 
Biopsychological, Developmental, Cognitive, and Sociocul-
tural). The National Standards Working Group then sought 
broad feedback to update the content standards, perfor-
mance standards, and performance indicators. The National 
Standards Working Group integrated changes into a revised 
draft of the standards in November 2003. APA boards, 
committees, divisions, and state, provincial, and territorial 
psychological associations were then given an opportunity to 
review and provide comments on the standards. A new 
National Standards Working Group convened in January 
2005 and incorporated the additional suggestions. The APA 
Council of Representatives approved the revised National 
Standards as APA policy in August 2005.

SECOND REVISION OF THE STANDARDS (2011)

Soon after the approval of the standards in 2005, planning 
for the second revision began. APA boards and committees 
nominated members for a new National Standards Working 
Group and a National Standards Advisory Panel. The 
Advisory Panel was made up of 10 experts, two for each of 
the five domains of the National Standards (APA, 2005) (i.e., 
Methods, Biopsychological, Cognitive, Developmental, and 
Variations in Individual and Group Behavior).
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In 2007, the National Standards Working Group invited 
the National Standards Advisory Panel; APA members and 
affiliates; and all APA boards, committees, divisions and 
state, provincial, and territorial psychological associations 
to submit feedback on the National Standards. The National 
Standards Working Group met in November 2007 to review 
all feedback submitted in response to the document. The 
National Standards Working Group and the National 
Standards Advisory Panel met jointly in September 2008. In 
2009, the National Standards Working Group provided a 
revised draft of the document to APA boards; committees; 
divisions; and state, provincial, and territorial psychological 
associations for feedback. In the fall of 2009, the National 
Standards Working Group reviewed all submitted feedback 
and responded to each comment. A 90-day public comment 
period was held in early 2010, and the National Standards 
Working Group met in July 2010 to review all submitted 
comments and make additional changes to the draft 
document as appropriate. Upon the recommendation of 
BEA, the National Standards Working Group invited APA 
governance groups to review the draft of the National 
Standards in the fall of 2010. In February 2011, the National 
Standards Working Group provided the revised National 
Standards to the Office of the General Counsel for a final 
legal review. Upon the recommendation of BEA, APA gover-
nance groups received an action item recommending that 
the Council of Representatives approve the National 
Standards as association policy. Following approval of the 
revised National Standards by the APA Board of Directors in 
June 2011, the APA Council approved the second revision of 
the National Standards in August 2011. 

APA SUMMIT ON HIGH SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY 
EDUCATION (2017) AND THE THIRD REVISION  
OF THE STANDARDS (2022)

In July 2017, over 70 psychology educators from high schools, 
community colleges, and undergraduate psychology pro-
grams participated in the APA Summit on High School 
Psychology Education, held at Weber State University in 
Ogden, Utah. The mission of the summit was to create the 
best future for high school psychology education and to 
improve the value, delivery, and reach of psychology by 
strengthening the teaching of high school psychology. 
During the summit, participants worked in eight separate 
working groups to develop resources and recommendations 
to support the mission of the summit. One of the working 
groups was charged with recommending a framework for 
the next iteration of the National Standards. This working 
group developed such a framework and declared an inten-
tion for the National Standards to communicate psycholo-
gy’s status more clearly as a science.

In 2018, APA boards and committees nominated 
members for a new National Standards Working Group and 
a National Standards Advisory Panel. The Advisory Panel 
was made up of 16 experts, two for each of the seven domains 
of the National Standards (APA, 2011) (i.e., Scientific Inquiry, 

Biopsychological, Development and Learning, Sociocultural 
Context, Cognition, Individual Variation, and Applications of 
Psychological Science) as well as two K-12 science experts. 
BEA approved both groups in 2018.

That same year, the National Standards Working Group 
invited APA members and affiliates, and all APA boards, 
committees, divisions and state, provincial, and territorial 
psychological associations to submit feedback on the 2011 
National Standards. The National Standards Working Group 
met in December 2018 to review all feedback submitted and 
start revising the policy document. In 2019, a revised draft 
of the National Standards was shared with the Advisory 
Panel for review and feedback. The National Standards 
Working Group met again in December 2019 to continue the 
revision process. 

In mid-2020, following BEA approval, the National 
Standards Working Group provided a revised draft of the 
document to several groups that represented the interests 
of high school psychology teachers: the APA Committee of 
Teachers of Psychology in Secondary Schools (TOPSS), the 
APA Committee of Associate and Baccalaureate Education 
(CABE), BEA, the APA Introductory Psychology Initiative 
Steering Committee, and the Society for the Teaching of 
Psychology (APA Division 2). The draft was also shared with 
the Advisory Panel. The Working Group reviewed received 
feedback and revised the document accordingly.  Following 
legal review and BEA approval, a 60-day public comment 
period was held in early 2021, and the National Standards 
Working Group reviewed all submitted comments and made 
additional changes to the draft document as appropriate. 

In September 2021, the National Standards Working 
Group provided the revised National Standards to the Office 
of the General Counsel for a final legal review. BEA then 
reviewed and approved sending the draft National Standards 
to the APA Board of Directors and Council of Representa-
tives. Following approval of the revised National Standards 
by the APA Board of Directors in December 2021, the APA 
Council of Representatives approved the third revision of the 
National Standards in February 2022. 

Resources

The working group focused on the National Standards at the 
2017 APA Summit on High School Psychology Education used 
the following resources to inform their recommended frame-
work for the high school psychology standards: National 
Standards for High School Psychology Curricula (APA, 2011), 
Strengthening the Common Core of the Introductory Psychology 
Course (APA, 2014), Report of the APA 2009 Presidential Task 
Force on the Future of Psychology as a STEM Discipline (APA Task 
Force on Psychology as a Core STEM Discipline, 2010), AP 
Biology Course and Exam Description (College Board, 2014), AP 
Chemistry Course and Exam Description (College Board, 2014), 
AP Physics 1: Algebra-based Course and Exam Description 
(College Board, 2014), AP Physics 2: Algebra-based Course and 
Exam Description (College Board, 2014), AP Psychology Course 
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and Exam Description (College Board, 2014), Education and 
Training in the Social and Behavioral Sciences: A Plan to Action. A 
Report to the National Science Foundation (Levine, Abler, & 
Rosich, 2004), College, Career and Civic Life C3 Framework for 
Social Studies State Standards (NCSS, 2013), A Framework for 
K-12 Sciences Education: Practices, Crosscutting Concepts, and 
Core Ideas (NRC, 2012), Access the Next Generation Science 
Standards by Topic (NSTA, 2014), and Behavioral and Social 
Sciences in STEM Education: A Workshop Summary (OBSSR, 
National Institutes of Health, 2010).

Resources used to inform earlier versions of the psychol-
ogy curricula standards included references to existing high 
school standards promulgated by similar disciplinary organi-
zations. Examples in other areas of K–12 study are the English 
language arts standards set forth by the National Council of 
Teachers of English, math standards set forth by the National 
Council of Teachers of Mathematics, history standards set 
forth by the National Center for History in the Schools, social 
studies standards promulgated by the National Council for 
the Social Studies, and science education standards promul-
gated by the National Research Council (NCHS, 1996; NCTE, 
1996; NCTM, 1999; NCSS, 2010; NRC, 1998). The work of 
the APA Introductory Psychology Initiative and the NGSS 
(NGSS Lead States, 2013) also informed the revision of the 
National Standards. 

The content that is contained in the National Standards 
is consistent with the Ethical Principles of Psychologists and 
Code of Conduct (APA, 2017). Finally, APA Guidelines for the 
Undergraduate Psychology Major (APA, 2013) and Undergrad-
uate Education in Psychology: A Blueprint for the Future of the 
Discipline (Halpern, 2010) offer guidance regarding curricula 
for the undergraduate major. The psychology curricula 
standards are designed to address the introductory course 
in psychology; hence, these publications on undergraduate 
psychology education provided support for the domains of 
introductory psychology. Transforming Introductory Psychol-
ogy: Expert Advice on Teacher Training, Course Design, and 
Student Success (Gurung & Neufeld, 2021) is a useful resource 
for teachers regarding recommendations for the introduc-
tory psychology course.

Feedback

The National Standards Working Group views this publication 
as a “living document.” We invite your comments and sugges-
tions. Please send feedback to the National Standards Working 
Group, c/o APA Education Directorate, 750 First Street, NE, 
Washington, DC 20002–4242 (education@apa.org).
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P R E A M B L E

Integrative Themes 

The National Standards for High School Psychology Curricula attempts to outline introductory 
content in the field of psychology in developmentally appropriate ways. Psychology is a pop-
ular high school course, one that can introduce students to scientific inquiry and engage them 
in the learning process. However, it is difficult for even the best teachers to present all of 
psychology in a single course (whether taught in one semester or as a yearlong course), 
especially with high school students who begin with virtually no formal knowledge of psy-
chology. Thus, this document serves as an outline of accessible content topics that represent 
introductory knowledge in psychology.

Since the first course in psychology is a survey course, the content addresses many units 
of knowledge and inquiry in ways that might suggest that each chapter, unit, or module is 
distinct within the discipline of psychology. However, the units taught in an introductory 
psychology course share common themes, and the content in each unit often overlaps with 
content in others. 

Consequently, communicating the complex, integrated nature of psychological knowl-
edge and inquiry can seem overwhelming to teachers and students in the first course in 
psychology, whether it be taught or taken in high school or college. To demonstrate overar-
ching ideas and concepts that connect psychological content together, the National Standards 
Working Group has incorporated seven Integrative Themes into this document, as proposed 
by the APA Introductory Psychology Initiative. The Integrative Themes are designed to guide 
teachers and students to common threads across content throughout the course. These 
Integrative Themes are:

A.	Psychological science relies on empirical evidence and adapts as new data develop.
B.	 Psychology explains general principles that govern behavior while recognizing individual 

differences.
C.	 Psychological, biological, social, and cultural factors influence behavior and mental 

processes.
D.	Psychology values diversity, promotes equity, and fosters inclusion in pursuit of a more 

just society.
E.	 Our perceptions and biases filter our experiences of the world through an imperfect 

personal lens.
F.	 Applying psychological principles can change our lives, organizations, and communities 

in positive ways.
G.	Ethical principles guide psychology research and practice.
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The Integrative Themes provide a set of generally 
accepted ideas that weave together content in psychology 
that may seem disconnected to the novice learner. Psychol-
ogists recognize that most of the finer details of what people 
learn are not often retained past the initial learning experi-
ence. Usually, students don’t remember specific definitions 
of concepts or bits of trivia they learn in class. Teachers hope 
students will walk away from class with an appreciation for 
the subject or an understanding of why the subject is import-
ant to learn. The Integrative Themes are an effort to provide 
students structure for discovering what to appreciate and 
understand about psychology to retain long after they finish 
their final exams. 

Instructional planning for the high school psychology 
course should begin with an understanding that the Integra-
tive Themes play a key role in defining why the subject is 
important to learn. Teachers familiar with a backward-de-
sign philosophy, a design strategy that begins with articulat-
ing the learning goals of the course (Wiggins & McTighe, 
2005), may recognize that the Integrative Themes can serve 
as overall course goals or enduring understandings that 
drive the other elements of course planning, namely unit 
sequence and daily lesson planning. The Integrative Themes 
should be represented in each pillar and each unit taught in 
the high school course. Throughout this document, the 
Integrative Themes are displayed at the beginning of each 
Pillar to emphasize that the themes should be woven across 
all Standard Areas (or units) taught in the course. Sample 
suggestions on how the Integrative Themes can be 
highlighted in each Pillar are provided in Appendix A to 
these curriculum standards. These suggestions are not 
meant to be comprehensive but are meant to show how a 
teacher might pace Integrative Themes across all units so 
students ultimately get a fuller picture of psychology by the 
end of the course.

Practically speaking, the classroom or laboratory activ-
ities teachers choose will determine which themes are 
highlighted for students. The authors encourage teachers to 
be intentional about tying the Integrative Themes together 
with the course content so that students understand how 
knowledge of psychology can benefit them in the future.

The authors and editors of the psychology curriculum 
standards recommend that teachers design courses to 
highlight units from the Scientific Inquiry and Research 
Methods foundation and each pillar found in the standards 
(i.e., Biological, Cognition, Development and Learning, Social 
and Personality, and Mental and Physical Health). Within 
each pillar, the Working Group has recommended which 
units any course must cover; additional units can be taught 
as time allows. The pillar-driven course exposes students to 
the diversity of scholarship in psychology.

The public has a right to expect a course in psychology 
to meet criteria for quality. Expectations with respect to 
learning goals should be clear. Standards related to knowl-
edge and skills expected of students should be high but 
attainable. The policy document that follows represents a 

vision of what students should know and be able to do after 
completing the high school psychology course. 

The Role of Diversity in the High School Psychology 
Course

Psychology must be understood within the context of diver-
sity, equity, and inclusion. While theories in psychology 
provide general explanations and predictions about behav-
ior and mental processes, interpretation of even the most 
robust findings must acknowledge that individual differ-
ences and intersectionality may place important qualifica-
tions on the cultural relevance of conclusions that can be 
drawn from those studies. Topics that must be incorporated 
into the psychology course include, but are not limited to, 
race/ethnicity, culture, gender identity and expression, sex-
ual orientation, disability, religion, socioeconomic status, 
national origin, and aging. Pedagogically, teachers must 
consider whether they will teach about diversity topics as 
stand-alone content, infuse the content throughout the 
course, or combine both approaches. The National Standards 
Working Group suggests that teachers do both. Stand-alone 
content is outlined in these standards, and teachers should 
reference relevant content and research findings to highlight 
how diversity, equity, and inclusion relate to and impact each 
standard. 

The world in which we now live is becoming increasingly 
diverse, globalized, and multi-ethnic. The students taking 
high school psychology come from a variety of backgrounds 
and communities. The history of psychology, rooted in a 
narrow perspective and practices from predominantly 
Western, White, and male researchers, has neglected the 
importance of individual and group-level differences, and 
has used psychology to justify disparate treatment of various 
groups. Contrary to this history, it is imperative that high 
school psychology courses demonstrate that psychological 
science relates to all populations and that all students should 
see themselves in the content of the course. As the first and 
possibly only formal introduction to the field students 
receive in their education, high school psychology courses 
should help promote cultural competence in young students 
and support efforts to combat racism and discrimination. 
Teachers should incorporate research studies that explore 
and promote human diversity and introduce students to a 
wide variety of psychologists from the past and present to 
show the diversity of the field. By infusing such content into 
the introductory psychology course, teachers present 
psychological science through a lens that is comprehensive 
and representative of today’s diverse student population. 



16 National Standards for High School Psychology Curricula

I N T R O D U C T I O N 
Development of the National Standards for High School Psychology Curricula originated in 1994 
when a task force commissioned by the American Psychological Association (APA) identi-
fied what students in an introductory high school psychology course should learn. The psy-
chology curricula standards were adopted as APA policy in 1999 and revised in both 2005 
and 2011; this current revision reflects advances in the field and updates in content.

This document is constructed to guide curriculum decisions by providing content and 
performance standards to guide teachers in designing instruction. The standards are 
organized hierarchically to reflect increasing levels of specificity (i.e., pillars, standard areas, 
content standards, and learning targets).

Use of the term standards in this document is consistent with national practices in K-12 
education when disciplinary societies, teacher organizations, or other non-regulatory groups 
develop benchmark learning objectives for curriculum development and assessment of 
student learning in particular subjects of study. Consistent with the use of the term standards 
in a secondary school setting, these standards are advisory.1

PILLARS AND STANDARD AREAS

Organization of these standards reflects a foundational base to the course, Scientific Inquiry 
and Research Methods, and five pillars: Biological, Cognition, Development and Learning, 
Social and Personality, and Mental and Physical Health, as seen in the graphic below. The 
pillars were previously referred to as domains in earlier versions of the standards.

Each standard area refers to a major topic or unit in psychology. The respective standard 
areas within each of the broad pillars are also listed below.

1 The meaning of the term standards within the K-12 context is different than its meaning under APA Association 
Rule 30-8.1. These national standards for high school psychology curricula constitute guidelines for the APA, 
meaning that while they are not enforceable, they are aspirational.

Scientific Inquiry and Research  
Methods Foundation
Scientific Inquiry and Research Methods

Biological Pillar
Biological Bases of Behavior
Sensation
Consciousness

Cognition Pillar
Cognition
Memory
Perception
Intelligence

Development and Learning Pillar
Life Span Development
Learning
Language

Social and Personality Pillar
Social 
Personality
Multiculturalism and Gender
Motivation and Emotion

Mental and Physical Health Pillar
Disorders
Health
Therapies
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CONTENT STANDARDS

Content standards are more explicit than pillars and are grouped within each standard area. For 
example, the standard area Scientific Inquiry and Research Methods contains the following 
content standards:

1.	 The nature of psychological science
2.	 Research methods and measurements used to study behavior and mental processes
3.	 Ethical issues in research with human and non-human animals
4.	 Basic concepts of data analysis

Therefore, a curriculum designed to meet the Scientific Inquiry and Research Methods 
standard area would include instruction in the four content standards.

LEARNING TARGETS

Within each of the content standards, students should receive instruction that would enable 
them to meet specific learning targets. For example, four learning targets are included in the 
Content Standard: The nature of psychological science:

1.1.	 Define psychology as a discipline and identify its goals as a science

1.2.	 Differentiate scientific and non-scientific approaches to knowledge

1.3.	 Explain the value of both basic and applied psychological research with human  
and non-human animals

1.4.	 Identify careers individuals can pursue in psychological science

1.5.	 Identify ways individuals can use psychological science in any career
The learning targets were previously referred to as performance standards in earlier versions 
of the standards.

Note on model on following page: This model was developed from the work of Gurung et al. 
(2016). The integrative themes at the top of this model mirror the integrative themes from the 
APA Introductory Psychology Initiative. Teachers should include instruction on the Integrated 
Themes across all units of study and/or pillars. The asterisk (*) denotes areas of study that 
should be considered a priority for instruction when courses are limited for time.
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Key: The asterisk (*) denotes areas of study that should be considered a priority for instruction when courses are limited for time.

Scientific Inquiry and Research Methods*

Include instruction on Scientific Inquiry and Research Methods in all units of study

Biological Pillar Cognition Pillar Development and  
Learning Pillar

Social and  
Personality Pillar

Mental and Physical  
Health Pillar

*Biological Bases  
of Behavior

Sensation

Consciousness

*Cognition

*Memory

Perception

Intelligence

*Life Span 
Development

*Learning

Language

*Social 

Personality

*Multiculturalism  
and Gender

Motivation  
and Emotion

*Disorders

*Health

Therapies

•	 Psychological science relies on empirical evidence and adapts as new data develop.

•	 Psychology explains general principles that govern behavior while recognizing individual differences.

•	 Psychological, biological, social, and cultural factors influence behavior and mental processes.

•	 Psychology values diversity, promotes equity, and fosters inclusion in pursuit of a more just society.

•	 Our perceptions and biases filter our experiences of the world through an imperfect personal lens.

•	 Applying psychological principles can change our lives, organizations, and communities in positive ways.

•	 Ethical principles guide psychology research and practice.

Integrated Themes 
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SCIENTIFIC INQUIRY  
AND RESEARCH METHODS 
FOUNDATION

Integrative Themes 

To help students develop an enduring understanding of the discipline of psychology, and to 
avoid portraying psychology as a collection of siloed content areas, teachers should weave 
the integrative themes listed below into each pillar and across standard areas. The National 
Standards Working Group encourages teachers to make these themes explicit to students 
throughout the course, to highlight course material that exemplifies these themes, and to 
assess students’ understanding of the themes in formative and summative assessments. For 
additional guidance on incorporating these themes into the high school psychology course, 
teachers are encouraged to refer to Appendix A of these standards.

A.	Psychological science relies on empirical evidence and adapts as new data develop.
B.	 Psychology explains general principles that govern behavior while recognizing individual 

differences.
C.	 Psychological, biological, social, and cultural factors influence behavior and mental 

processes.
D.	Psychology values diversity, promotes equity, and fosters inclusion in pursuit of a more 

just society.
E.	 Our perceptions and biases filter our experiences of the world through an imperfect 

personal lens.
F.	 Applying psychological principles can change our lives, organizations, and communities 

in positive ways.
G.	Ethical principles guide psychology research and practice.
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1 
The nature of psychological science

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Define psychology as a discipline and identify its 
goals as a science

1.2.	 Differentiate scientific and non-scientific 
approaches to knowledge

1.3.	 Explain the value of both basic and applied 
psychological research with human and non-
human animals

1.4.	 Identify careers individuals can pursue in 
psychological science

1.5.	 Identify ways individuals can use psychological 
science in any career

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Research methods and measurements used to 
study behavior and mental processes 

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Describe research methods psychological scientists use

2.2.	 Compare and contrast quantitative and qualitative 
research methods used by psychological scientists 

2.3.	 Describe the importance of representative samples 
in psychological research and the need for 
replication

2.4.	 Explain how and why psychologists use non-human 
animals in research 

2.5.	 Explain the meaning of validity and reliability  
of observations and measurements

CONTENT STANDARD 3
Ethical issues in research with human  
and non-human animals 

Students are able to (learning targets):

3.1.	 Identify ethical requirements for research with 
human participants and non-human animals

3.2.	 Explain why researchers need to adhere to an ethics 
review process 

CONTENT STANDARD 4 
Basic concepts of data analysis

Students are able to (learning targets):

4.1.	 Define descriptive statistics and explain how they 
are used by psychological scientists 

4.2.	 Draw appropriate conclusions from correlational  
and experimental designs

4.3.	 Interpret visual representations of data 

STANDARD AREA 

Scientific Inquiry and Research Methods

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand: 

1.	 The nature of psychological science
2.	 Research methods and measurements used to study behavior and mental processes 
3.	 Ethical issues in research with human and non-human animals 
4.	 Basic concepts of data analysis
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BIOLOGICAL PILLAR

Integrative Themes 

To help students develop an enduring understanding of the discipline of psychology, and to 
avoid portraying psychology as a collection of siloed content areas, teachers should weave 
the integrative themes listed below into each pillar and across standard areas. The National 
Standards Working Group encourages teachers to make these themes explicit to students 
throughout the course, to highlight course material that exemplifies these themes, and to 
assess students’ understanding of the themes in formative and summative assessments. For 
additional guidance on incorporating these themes into the high school psychology course, 
teachers are encouraged to refer to Appendix A of these standards.

A.	Psychological science relies on empirical evidence and adapts as new data develop.
B.	 Psychology explains general principles that govern behavior while recognizing individual 

differences.
C.	 Psychological, biological, social, and cultural factors influence behavior and mental 

processes.
D.	Psychology values diversity, promotes equity, and fosters inclusion in pursuit of a more 

just society.
E.	 Our perceptions and biases filter our experiences of the world through an imperfect 

personal lens.
F.	 Applying psychological principles can change our lives, organizations, and communities  

in positive ways.
G.	Ethical principles guide psychology research and practice.
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Structure and function of the nervous system and 
endocrine system in human and non-human animals

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Identify the major divisions and subdivisions of the 
human nervous system and their functions

1.2.	 Identify the parts of the neuron and describe the 
basic process of neural transmission

1.3.	 Describe the structures and functions of the various 
parts of the central nervous system 

1.4.	 Explain the importance of plasticity of the nervous 
system

1.5.	 Describe the function of the endocrine glands and 
their interaction with the nervous system

1.6.	 Identify methods and tools used to study  
the nervous system

CONTENT STANDARD 2
The interaction between biological factors  
and experiences 

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Describe concepts in behavioral genetics and 
epigenetics

2.2.	 Describe the interactive effects of heredity  
and environment

2.3.	 Explain general principles of evolutionary 
psychology

STANDARD AREA

Biological Bases of Behavior

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand: 

1.	 Structure and function of the nervous system and endocrine system in human and non-human animals
2.	 The interaction between biological factors and experiences
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
The functions of sensory systems

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Explain the process of sensory transduction 

1.2.	 Explain the basic concepts of psychophysics  
such as threshold and adaptation

CONTENT STANDARD 2
The capabilities and limitations of sensory 
processes 

Students are able to (learning targets): 

2.1.	 Identify different stimuli for which humans have 
sensory receptors and explain what this means  
for their sensory abilities

2.2.	 Describe the visual sensory system

2.3.	 Describe the auditory sensory system

2.4.	 Describe chemical and tactile sensory systems

STANDARD AREA

Sensation

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand: 

1.	 The functions of sensory systems
2.	 The capabilities and limitations of sensory processes



24 National Standards for High School Psychology Curricula

Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
The different states and levels of consciousness

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Identify states of consciousness

1.2.	 Distinguish between processing that is conscious 
(i.e., explicit) and other processing that happens 
without conscious awareness (i.e., implicit)

1.3.	 Identify the effects of meditation, mindfulness,  
and relaxation

1.4.	 Describe characteristics of and current conceptions 
about hypnosis

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Characteristics and functions of sleep and theories 
that explain why we sleep and dream

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Describe the circadian rhythm and its relation  
to sleep

2.2.	 Describe the sleep cycle

2.3.	 Compare theories about the functions of sleep  
and of dreaming

2.4.	 Describe types of sleep disorders

CONTENT STANDARD 3
Categories of psychoactive drugs and their effects

Students are able to (learning targets):

3.1.	 Characterize the major categories of psychoactive 
drugs and their effects

3.2.	 Describe how psychoactive drugs work in the brain

3.3.	 Describe the physiological and psychological effects 
of psychoactive drugs

STANDARD AREA

Consciousness

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand:

1.	 The different states and levels of consciousness
2.	 Characteristics and functions of sleep and theories that explain why we sleep and dream
3.	 Categories of psychoactive drugs and their effects
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COGNITION PILLAR

Integrative Themes 

To help students develop an enduring understanding of the discipline of psychology, and to 
avoid portraying psychology as a collection of siloed content areas, teachers should weave 
the integrative themes listed below into each pillar and across standard areas. The National 
Standards Working Group encourages teachers to make these themes explicit to students 
throughout the course, to highlight course material that exemplifies these themes, and to 
assess students’ understanding of the themes in formative and summative assessments. For 
additional guidance on incorporating these themes into the high school psychology course, 
teachers are encouraged to refer to Appendix A of these standards.

A.	Psychological science relies on empirical evidence and adapts as new data develop.
B.	 Psychology explains general principles that govern behavior while recognizing individual 

differences.
C.	 Psychological, biological, social, and cultural factors influence behavior and mental 

processes.
D.	Psychology values diversity, promotes equity, and fosters inclusion in pursuit of a more 

just society.
E.	 Our perceptions and biases filter our experiences of the world through an imperfect 

personal lens.
F.	 Applying psychological principles can change our lives, organizations, and communities 

in positive ways.
G.	Ethical principles guide psychology research and practice.
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Fundamental processes of thinking and problem 
solving

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Describe cognitive processes related to concept 
formation

1.2.	 Explain processes involved in problem solving and 
decision making

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Effective thinking processes

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Describe obstacles to effective information 
processing and decision making 

2.2.	 Describe convergent and divergent thinking in 
problem solving and decision making

STANDARD AREA

Cognition

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand: 

1.	 Fundamental processes of thinking and problem solving
2.	 Effective thinking processes
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Processes of memory

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Explain the processes of encoding, storage,  
and retrieval

1.2.	 Describe systems of memory (i.e., sensory,  
working, and long-term memory)

1.3.	 Differentiate types of memory (i.e., implicit  
and explicit)

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Factors influencing memory

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Explain strategies for improving the encoding, 
storage, and retrieval of memories

2.2.	 Describe memory as a reconstructive process

2.3.	 Explain kinds of forgetting or memory failures

2.4.	 Identify disorders that impact the function of 
memory

STANDARD AREA

Memory

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand:

1.	 Processes of memory
2.	 Factors influencing memory
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
The process of perception

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Describe principles of perception

1.2.	 Explain the concepts of bottom-up and top-down 
processing 

 CONTENT STANDARD 2
The interaction between the person and the 
environment in determining perception

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Explain Gestalt principles of perception

2.2.	 Describe binocular and monocular depth cues

2.3.	 Describe perceptual constancies

2.4.	 Describe the nature of attention

2.5.	 Explain how diverse experiences and expectations 
influence perception

STANDARD AREA

Perception

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand:

1.	 The process of perception
2.	 The interaction between the person and the environment in determining perception
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Perspectives on intelligence

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Explain intelligence as a construct

1.2.	 Describe various conceptualizations of intelligence

1.3.	 Describe the effects of differences in intelligence on 
everyday functioning

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Assessment of intelligence

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Analyze the history of intelligence testing, including 
historical use and misuse in the context of fairness

2.2.	 Identify current methods of assessing human 
cognitive abilities

2.3.	 Describe measures of and data on reliability and 
validity for intelligence test scores

CONTENT STANDARD 3
Issues in intelligence

Students are able to (learning targets):

3.1.	 Explain the complexities of interpreting scores on 
intelligence tests 

3.2.	 Describe the influences of biological, cultural, and 
environmental factors on intelligence

STANDARD AREA 

Intelligence

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand: 

1.	 Perspectives on intelligence
2.	 Assessment of intelligence
3.	 Issues in intelligence
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DEVELOPMENT AND 
LEARNING PILLAR

Integrative Themes 

To help students develop an enduring understanding of the discipline of psychology, and to 
avoid portraying psychology as a collection of siloed content areas, teachers should weave 
the integrative themes listed below into each pillar and across standard areas. The National 
Standards Working Group encourages teachers to make these themes explicit to students 
throughout the course, to highlight course material that exemplifies these themes, and to 
assess students’ understanding of the themes in formative and summative assessments. For 
additional guidance on incorporating these themes into the high school psychology course, 
teachers are encouraged to refer to Appendix A of these standards.

A.	Psychological science relies on empirical evidence and adapts as new data develop.
B.	 Psychology explains general principles that govern behavior while recognizing individual 

differences.
C.	 Psychological, biological, social, and cultural factors influence behavior and mental 

processes.
D.	Psychology values diversity, promotes equity, and fosters inclusion in pursuit of a more 

just society.
E.	 Our perceptions and biases filter our experiences of the world through an imperfect 

personal lens.
F.	 Applying psychological principles can change our lives, organizations, and communities 

in positive ways.
G.	Ethical principles guide psychology research and practice.



National Standards for High School Psychology Curricula 31

Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Methods and issues in life span development 

Students are able to (learning targets): 

1.1.	 Explain the interaction of environmental and 
biological factors in development, including the role 
of the brain in all aspects of development 

1.2.	 Explain issues of continuity/discontinuity and 
stability/change 

1.3.	 Distinguish methods used to study development 

1.4.	 Describe the role of sensitive and critical periods  
in development

CONTENT STANDARD 2 
Physical, cognitive, and social development  
across the life span (prenatal, infancy, childhood, 
adolescence, emerging adulthood, adulthood,  
and older adulthood)

Students are able to (learning targets): 

2.1.	 Identify key features of physical development  
from prenatal through older adulthood

2.2.	 Identify key features of cognitive development  
from prenatal through older adulthood

2.3.	 Identify key features of social development  
from prenatal through older adulthood

STANDARD AREA

Life Span Development

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand:

1.	 Methods and issues in life span development
2.	 Physical, cognitive, and social development across the life span (prenatal, infancy, childhood, adolescence, 

emerging adulthood, adulthood, and older adulthood)
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Classical Conditioning

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Describe the processes of classical conditioning

1.2.	 Describe clinical and experimental  
examples of classical conditioning

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Operant Conditioning

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Describe the processes of operant conditioning

2.2.	 Describe clinical and experimental examples of 
operant conditioning

CONTENT STANDARD 3
Observational learning, social learning theory, and 
mental processes in learning

Students are able to (learning targets):

3.1.	 Describe observational learning and social learning 
theory

3.2.	 Describe the role of mental processes in learning

STANDARD AREA

Learning

Content Standards 
After concluding this unit, students understand:

1.	 Classical conditioning
2.	 Operant conditioning
3.	 Observational learning, social learning theory, and mental processes in learning 
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Structural features and development of language

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Describe the structure of language from the level of 
speech sounds to communication of meaning

1.2.	 Describe the relationship between language and 
cognition

1.3.	 Explain the language acquisition process and 
theories

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Language and the brain

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Identify the brain structures associated with 
language 

2.2.	 Explain how damage to the brain may affect 
language

STANDARD AREA

Language 

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand:

1.	 Structural features and development of language
2.	 Language and the brain
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SOCIAL AND PERSONALITY 
PILLAR

Integrative Themes 

To help students develop an enduring understanding of the discipline of psychology, and to 
avoid portraying psychology as a collection of siloed content areas, teachers should weave 
the integrative themes listed below into each pillar and across standard areas. The National 
Standards Working Group encourages teachers to make these themes explicit to students 
throughout the course, to highlight course material that exemplifies these themes, and to 
assess students’ understanding of the themes in formative and summative assessments. For 
additional guidance on incorporating these themes into the high school psychology course, 
teachers are encouraged to refer to Appendix A of these standards.

A.	Psychological science relies on empirical evidence and adapts as new data develop.
B.	 Psychology explains general principles that govern behavior while recognizing individual 

differences.
C.	 Psychological, biological, social, and cultural factors influence behavior and mental 

processes.
D.	Psychology values diversity, promotes equity, and fosters inclusion in pursuit of a more 

just society.
E.	 Our perceptions and biases filter our experiences of the world through an imperfect 

personal lens.
F.	 Applying psychological principles can change our lives, organizations, and communities 

in positive ways.
G.	Ethical principles guide psychology research and practice.
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1 
Social cognition

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Describe attributional explanations of behavior

1.2.	 Explain how experiences shape attitudes and beliefs 

1.3.	 Explain how attitudes, biases, and beliefs affect 
behavior and relationships with others 

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Social influence

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Explain how the presence of other people can affect 
behavior

2.2.	 Describe how intergroup dynamics influence 
behavior

2.3.	 Explain how persuasive methods affect behavior  
and beliefs

2.4.	 Identify factors influencing attraction and 
relationships

2.5.	 Identify factors influencing aggression and conflict

2.6.	 Identify factors influencing altruism and helping 
behaviors

STANDARD AREA

Social

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand:

1.	 Social cognition
2.	 Social influence
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Empirical approaches to studying and 
understanding personality

Students are able to (learning targets): 

1.1.	 Explain how biological and environmental factors 
interact to influence personality

1.2.	 Explain social-cognitive approaches to 
understanding personality

1.3.	 Explain trait-based approaches to understanding 
personality

1.4.	 Describe methods used to study personality 
scientifically

1.5.	 Define self-concept 

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Assessment of personality

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Differentiate personality assessment techniques

2.2.	 Describe the reliability and validity of personality 
assessment techniques

2.3.	 Analyze how personality researchers address issues 
of stability and change 

STANDARD AREA

Personality

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand:

1.	 Empirical approaches to studying and understanding personality
2.	 Assessment of personality
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Psychological constructs of culture

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Define culture and describe its role in individual and 
group characteristics

1.2.	 Describe the relationship between culture and 
conceptions of self and identity development 

1.3.	 Explain how inequality of power and resources relate 
to privilege, stereotypes, prejudice, and 
discrimination 

1.4.	 Describe psychological effects of privilege, 
stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination based on 
cultural identity

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Psychological constructs of gender and sexual 
orientation 

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Compare and contrast sex, gender identity, and 
sexual orientation

2.2.	 Describe diversity of gender identity and sexual 
orientation

2.3.	 Describe psychological effects of privilege, 
stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination based  
on gender and sexual orientation

STANDARD AREA

Multiculturalism and Gender 

Content Standards 
After concluding this unit, students understand:

1.	 Psychological constructs of culture
2.	 Psychological constructs of gender and sexual orientation
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Influences of motivation

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Explain biological, cognitive, and social factors that 
influence motivation

1.2.	 Explain the role of culture in human motivation

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Domains of motivated behavior in humans

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Identify factors in motivation that influence eating 
and sexual behaviors 

2.2.	 Identify motivational factors that influence 
achievement and affiliation

CONTENT STANDARD 3
Perspectives on emotion

Students are able to (learning targets):

3.1.	 Explain the biological and cognitive components of 
emotion 

3.2.	 Describe the psychological research on basic human 
emotions

3.3.	 Differentiate among theories of emotion

CONTENT STANDARD 4
Emotional interpretation and expression 
(interpersonal and intrapersonal)

Students are able to (learning targets):

4.1.	 Explain how biological factors influence emotional 
interpretation and expression

4.2.	 Explain how culture and gender influence emotional 
interpretation and expression

4.3.	 Explain how other environmental factors influence 
emotional interpretation and expression

CONTENT STANDARD 5
Domains of emotional behavior

Students are able to (learning targets):

5.1.	 Identify biological and environmental influences on 
the expression and experience of negative emotions

5.2.	 Identify biological and environmental influences on 
the expression and experience of positive emotions

STANDARD AREA 

Motivation and Emotion

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand:

1.	 Influences of motivation
2.	 Domains of motivated behavior in humans 
3.	 Perspectives on emotion
4.	 Emotional interpretation and expression (interpersonal and intrapersonal)
5.	 Domains of emotional behavior
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MENTAL AND PHYSICAL 
HEALTH PILLAR

Integrative Themes 

To help students develop an enduring understanding of the discipline of psychology, and to 
avoid portraying psychology as a collection of siloed content areas, teachers should weave 
the integrative themes listed below into each pillar and across standard areas. The National 
Standards Working Group encourages teachers to make these themes explicit to students 
throughout the course, to highlight course material that exemplifies these themes, and to 
assess students’ understanding of the themes in formative and summative assessments. For 
additional guidance on incorporating these themes into the high school psychology course, 
teachers are encouraged to refer to Appendix A of these standards.

A.	Psychological science relies on empirical evidence and adapts as new data develop.
B.	 Psychology explains general principles that govern behavior while recognizing individual 

differences.
C.	 Psychological, biological, social, and cultural factors influence behavior and mental 

processes.
D.	Psychology values diversity, promotes equity, and fosters inclusion in pursuit of a more 

just society.
E.	 Our perceptions and biases filter our experiences of the world through an imperfect 

personal lens.
F.	 Applying psychological principles can change our lives, organizations, and communities 

in positive ways.
G.	Ethical principles guide psychology research and practice.
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Perspectives of abnormal behavior

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Define abnormal behavior

1.2.	 Describe cross-cultural views of abnormality

1.3.	 Describe major medical and biopsychosocial models 
of abnormality

1.4.	 Explain how stigma relates to abnormal behavior

1.5.	 Explain the impact of psychological disorders on the 
individual, family, and society

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Categories of psychological disorders

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Describe the classification of psychological 
disorders

2.2.	 Describe the challenges associated with diagnosing 
psychological disorders 

2.3.	 Describe symptoms of psychological disorders

STANDARD AREA

Disorders

Content Standards 
After concluding this unit, students understand:

1.	 Perspectives of abnormal behavior
2.	 Categories of psychological disorders
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Stress and coping

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Define stress as a psychophysiological response to 
the environment

1.2.	 Explain sources of stress across the life span

1.3.	 Explain physiological and psychological 
consequences of stress for health and wellness

1.4.	 Explain physiological, cognitive, and behavioral 
strategies to deal with stress

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Psychological science promotes mental and 
physical health and wellness

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Describe factors that promote resilience and 
flourishing

2.2.	 Identify evidence-based strategies that promote 
health and wellness

STANDARD AREA

Health

Content Standards 
After concluding this unit, students understand:

1.	 Stress and coping
2.	 Psychological science promotes mental and physical health and wellness
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Content Standards with Learning Targets

CONTENT STANDARD 1
Types of treatment 

Students are able to (learning targets):

1.1.	 Describe different types of biomedical  
and psychological treatments 

1.2.	 Explain why psychologists use a variety  
of psychological treatments

1.3.	 Describe appropriate treatments for different 
populations, including historical use and misuse  
of treatment

CONTENT STANDARD 2
Legal, ethical, and professional issues in the 
treatment of psychological disorders

Students are able to (learning targets):

2.1.	 Identify differences among licensed mental health 
providers 

2.2.	 Identify legal and ethical requirements for licensed 
mental health providers

2.3.	 Identify resources available to support individuals 
with psychological disorders and their families

STANDARD AREA

Therapies

Content Standards
After concluding this unit, students understand: 

1.	 Types of treatment 
2.	 Legal, ethical, and professional issues in the treatment of psychological disorders
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APPENDIX A

I N T E G R AT I V E  T H E M E S

The Integrative Themes listed below were recommended by 
the APA Introductory Psychology Initiative to demonstrate 
overarching ideas and concepts that connect psychological 
content together. According to Halonen, Thompson, 
Whitlock, Landrum, and Franz (2021), these themes foster 

“the ability of students to recognize how the values of the 
discipline of psychology surface across specialized content 
areas throughout the course… Addressing the themes effec-
tively in course design will help students discern the true 
nature of the discipline and may be instrumental in facilitat-
ing [future coursework in psychology]” (p 72). These themes 
were developed to help teachers plan intentionally to include 
enduring understandings in daily lesson planning. Teachers 
are encouraged to plan daily lessons that address these 
Integrative Themes.

Teachers can incorporate the Integrative Themes into 
their courses in a variety of ways and should consider what 
will work best for their course and their students. Teachers 
may be able to incorporate these themes into their courses 
by simply looking for them in their existing content, or by 
emphasizing different course content to illustrate these 
themes more effectively (APA, n.d.).

The IPI Steering Committee and National Standards 
Working Group encourage teachers to make these themes 
explicit to students by describing them and/or mentioning 
when course concepts relate to an Integrative Theme. Teach-
ers may want to create opportunities for students to think 
and communicate about the Integrative Themes through 
informal class discussions, elaborate classroom activities, 
and assessments. Teachers are encouraged to measure 
students’ understanding of the Integrative Themes through-
out and/or at the end of the course (APA, n.d.). The Integra-
tive Themes that emerge in a lesson will depend on the 
activities teachers choose or the questions used for forma-
tive and summative assessments. For additional guidance 
on incorporating these themes into the high school psychol-
ogy course, teachers are encouraged to refer to Halonen, 
Thompson, Whitlock, Landrum, and Franz (2021) and the 
APA Introductory Psychology Initiative website. 

The charts below were developed to help teachers 
intentionally plan to include the Integrative Themes in daily 
lesson planning by giving suggestions of how the themes 
might be highlighted across each Standard Area. These 
suggestions are not meant to be exhaustive or required. 
The Integrative Themes that emerge in a lesson will depend 
on the activities teachers choose or the questions used for 
formative and summative assessments. Teachers are 
encouraged to plan daily lessons so that every Integrative 
Theme is emphasized at least once per Pillar.

The check marks in the charts below are examples of 
places teachers might readily incorporate the respective 
Integrative Theme into their instruction or assessments. The 
dots in the chart show where each theme could be addressed 
in the course. Teachers are encouraged to consider focusing 
on a few themes throughout the course, or all themes across 
different Standard Areas, but the intent is not to overwhelm 
teachers or require that all eight themes be addressed in 
each unit. The National Standards Working Group recom-
mends that each theme could be highlighted at least once 
into each Pillar, but teachers should use these themes as 
best suits their own classroom. 

http://www.apa.org/ipi
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SCIENTIFIC INQUIRY AND RESEARCH METHODS FOUNDATION

As the foundational base, Scientific Inquiry and Research Methods can provide students with an opportunity to connect all 
the Integrative Themes to the content.

Standard Area A
Psychological 
science relies 
on empirical 
evidence and 
adapts as new 
data develop. 

B 
Psychology 
explains gen-
eral principles 
that govern 
behavior while 
recognizing 
individual 
differences.

C 
Psychological, 
biological, 
social, and cul-
tural factors 
influence 
behavior and 
mental 
processes.

D 
Psychology val-
ues diversity, 
promotes 
equity, and fos-
ters inclusion in 
pursuit of a 
more just 
society.

E 
Our percep-
tions and 
biases filter our 
experiences of 
the world 
through an 
imperfect per-
sonal lens.

F
Applying psy-
chological prin-
ciples can 
change our 
lives, organiza-
tions, and com-
munities in 
positive ways.

G 
Ethical princi-
ples guide psy-
chology 
research and 
practice. 

Scientific 
Inquiry and 
Research 
Methods

      

BIOLOGICAL PILLAR

Standard Area A
Psychological 
science relies 
on empirical 
evidence and 
adapts as new 
data develop. 

B 
Psychology 
explains gen-
eral principles 
that govern 
behavior while 
recognizing 
individual 
differences.

C 
Psychological, 
biological, 
social, and cul-
tural factors 
influence 
behavior and 
mental 
processes.

D 
Psychology val-
ues diversity, 
promotes 
equity, and fos-
ters inclusion in 
pursuit of a 
more just 
society.

E 
Our percep-
tions and 
biases filter our 
experiences of 
the world 
through an 
imperfect per-
sonal lens.

F
Applying psy-
chological prin-
ciples can 
change our 
lives, organiza-
tions, and com-
munities in 
positive ways.

G 
Ethical princi-
ples guide psy-
chology 
research and 
practice. 

Biological 
Bases of 
Behavior

    • • 

Sensation      • •

Consciousness     •  

COGNITION PILLAR

Standard Area A
Psychological 
science relies 
on empirical 
evidence and 
adapts as new 
data develop. 

B 
Psychology 
explains gen-
eral principles 
that govern 
behavior while 
recognizing 
individual 
differences.

C 
Psychological, 
biological, 
social, and cul-
tural factors 
influence 
behavior and 
mental 
processes.

D 
Psychology val-
ues diversity, 
promotes 
equity, and fos-
ters inclusion in 
pursuit of a 
more just 
society.

E 
Our percep-
tions and 
biases filter our 
experiences of 
the world 
through an 
imperfect per-
sonal lens.

F
Applying psy-
chological prin-
ciples can 
change our 
lives, organiza-
tions, and com-
munities in 
positive ways.

G 
Ethical princi-
ples guide psy-
chology 
research and 
practice. 

Cognition       •

Memory    •   
Perception       •

Intelligence     •  
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DEVELOPMENT AND LEARNING PILLAR

Standard Area A
Psychological 
science relies 
on empirical 
evidence and 
adapts as new 
data develop. 

B 
Psychology 
explains gen-
eral principles 
that govern 
behavior while 
recognizing 
individual 
differences.

C 
Psychological, 
biological, 
social, and cul-
tural factors 
influence 
behavior and 
mental 
processes.

D 
Psychology val-
ues diversity, 
promotes 
equity, and fos-
ters inclusion in 
pursuit of a 
more just 
society.

E 
Our percep-
tions and 
biases filter our 
experiences of 
the world 
through an 
imperfect per-
sonal lens.

F
Applying psy-
chological prin-
ciples can 
change our 
lives, organiza-
tions, and com-
munities in 
positive ways.

G 
Ethical princi-
ples guide psy-
chology 
research and 
practice. 

Life Span 
Development      • 
Learning    •   
Language     • • •

SOCIAL AND PERSONALITY PILLAR

Standard Area A
Psychological 
science relies 
on empirical 
evidence and 
adapts as new 
data develop. 

B 
Psychology 
explains gen-
eral principles 
that govern 
behavior while 
recognizing 
individual 
differences.

C 
Psychological, 
biological, 
social, and cul-
tural factors 
influence 
behavior and 
mental 
processes.

D 
Psychology val-
ues diversity, 
promotes 
equity, and fos-
ters inclusion in 
pursuit of a 
more just 
society.

E 
Our percep-
tions and 
biases filter our 
experiences of 
the world 
through an 
imperfect per-
sonal lens.

F
Applying psy-
chological prin-
ciples can 
change our 
lives, organiza-
tions, and com-
munities in 
positive ways.

G 
Ethical princi-
ples guide psy-
chology 
research and 
practice. 

Social       
Personality    • •  
Multicultural-
ism and 
Gender

      

Motivation 
and Emotion     •  •

MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HEALTH PILLAR

Standard Area A
Psychological 
science relies 
on empirical 
evidence and 
adapts as new 
data develop. 

B 
Psychology 
explains gen-
eral principles 
that govern 
behavior while 
recognizing 
individual 
differences.

C 
Psychological, 
biological, 
social, and cul-
tural factors 
influence 
behavior and 
mental 
processes.

D 
Psychology val-
ues diversity, 
promotes 
equity, and fos-
ters inclusion in 
pursuit of a 
more just 
society.

E 
Our percep-
tions and 
biases filter our 
experiences of 
the world 
through an 
imperfect per-
sonal lens.

F
Applying psy-
chological prin-
ciples can 
change our 
lives, organiza-
tions, and com-
munities in 
positive ways.

G 
Ethical princi-
ples guide psy-
chology 
research and 
practice. 

Disorders       
Health       •

Therapies •   • •  
References
American Psychological Association. (n.d.) The APA Introductory Psychology Initiative (IPI) Course Design Suggestion to Use Psychology’s 

Integrative Themes.  https://www.apa.org/ed/precollege/undergrad/introductory-psychology-initiative/course-design.pdf 
Halonen, J.S., Thompson, J.L.W., Whitlock, K. H., Landrum, R.E., & Franz, S. (2021). Measuring Meaningful Learning in Introductory 

Psychology: The IPI Student Learning Outcomes. In R. A. R. Gurung & G. Neufeld (Eds.), Transforming introductory psychology: Expert 
advice on teacher training, course design, and student success (pp. 57-80). American Psychological Association.  

https://www.apa.org/ed/precollege/undergrad/introductory-psychology-initiative/course-design.pdf
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APPENDIX B

H OW  TO  U S E  T H E  N AT I O N A L  S TA N D A R D S  F O R  H I G H 
S C H O O L  P SY C H O LO GY  C U R R I C U L A  I N  DAY-TO - DAY 
L E S S O N  P L A N S

Accountability legislation typically demands that teachers 
demonstrate how their lessons and courses align with local, 
state, and national standards. Some local school districts and 
state boards of education have adopted standards for teach-
ing high school psychology that are based on this Standards 
document. Along with, or in the absence of, local or state 
guidelines for teaching high school psychology, teachers can 
use these Standards as a starting point for daily lesson plan-
ning, after scope and sequence for the course are determined.

The APA Introductory Psychology Initiative (IPI) has 
worked to develop a course framework that guides teachers 
to develop a more integrated approach to instruction. Since 
the first course in psychology is usually a survey-of-the-disci-
pline course, a common approach to instruction involves 
teaching content areas of psychology as being independent of 
each other. Students may get the impression that social 
psychologists don’t consider biological bases of behavior in 
their work, or that cognitive psychologists rarely delve into 
group dynamics. In reality, psychology content is interwoven 
and overlapping. 

To combat the misconception that psychology comprises 
several siloed content areas, the IPI framework—incorpo-
rated in these Standards—emphasizes several Integrative 
Themes in psychology that can be illustrated across various 
content areas. The Integrative Themes are designed to be 
the enduring lessons students can take away about the 
discipline of psychology from the introductory course. Thus, 
the content covered in each lesson should be explicitly 
connected to one or more Integrative Themes. To be clear, 
the Integrative Themes could be used in every unit and in 
every lesson, depending on the activities or assessments the 
teacher chooses to use. Which theme(s) are highlighted in 
each lesson is the teacher’s choice. We recommend that 
teachers strive to include at least one or more of these 
themes in each unit so students will come to understand by 
the end of the course that psychological knowledge is 
interconnected. 

In addition, the IPI proposes a set of student learning 
outcomes that serve to identify the skills students should 
gain by taking a first course in psychology, as described on 
page 7. These learning outcomes form the basis for how 
teachers can assess students’ understanding of what they 
learn. Just as the Integrative Themes can be used in every 
unit, so, too, can the learning outcomes. Teachers should 
consider activities and assessments for class that challenge 
students to demonstrate these learning outcomes in every 
unit. This way, teachers and students can be more confident 

of what students have learned throughout the course.
Many other resources can help build the standards into 

an effective course. The APA Education Directorate and the 
APA Teachers of Psychology in Secondary Schools (TOPSS) 
have been especially active in publishing a series of unit 
lesson plans designed to help instructors teach a scientifi-
cally based course. Each of these plans contains a suggested 
procedural outline, a content outline, activities, critical-think-
ing exercises, discussion questions, and a bibliography. As 
they are developed, these unit plans are posted online and 
shared with TOPSS members. Previously published units are 
available online through the TOPSS website.

In addition, APA is a rich resource for enhancing a 
person’s own knowledge of psychology and for enriching 
course content for high school students. Becoming an APA 
High School Teacher Affiliate/TOPSS member can be 
beneficial because APA resources can be key tools for 
planning, preparing, and teaching a high school psychology 
course. TOPSS provides high-quality curricular materials, as 
well as a professional connection with other high school 
psychology teachers and a variety of student-oriented 
benefits, among other things. Appendix C provides additional 
information about TOPSS.

Teachers can also use materials provided with psychol-
ogy textbooks. Most textbooks have an extensive package 
of materials that can be used to teach content more effec-
tively. Perhaps the most helpful of these materials is the 
instructor’s manual, which generally contains background 
information for the concepts covered in the text, lecture 
ideas, and suggestions for activities, demonstrations, and 
assignments. The usefulness of this information may vary, 
and one way to help select the most valuable information is 
to use the instructor’s manual in conjunction with these 
standards. Time is at a premium for most teachers, so the 
standards can be helpful in choosing what to emphasize. 
Ideally, the teacher can relate every class activity to these 
standards.

From online resources to listservs to social media, 
technological resources also provide teachers with support 
in the form of specific classroom activities and can be used 
in conjunction with these standards. Technology and 
software can enhance the teaching of high school psychol-
ogy by promoting active learning; most of the major textbook 
publishers have developed software to accompany their 
introductory psychology textbooks, and other distributors 
have marketed relevant software. Listservs and social media 
provide teachers with the opportunity to communicate with 

https://www.apa.org/ed/precollege/topss/lessons
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other teachers with relative ease and convenience and are 
an excellent way to get answers to questions about the 
teaching of psychology. Appendix C contains information on 
several online resources and provides examples of several 
listservs that are of particular interest to psychology high 
school teachers.

The best thing for a teacher to do is to start with the basic 
framework provided by the standards to determine which 
parts of the textbook will be taught. The teacher needs to 
explore other sources of information to continually refine and 
improve the psychology course. Teachers should use materi-
als and activities that align to the standards suggested in this 
document so that students can experience a high-quality 
introduction to the science of psychology.

This appendix contains a Lesson Planning Sheet to help 
connect teachers’ present teaching strategies and materials 
to the psychology curricula standards and to help teachers 
develop new lessons designed specifically to meet one or 
more learning target(s). The format of the sheet makes it 
possible to integrate the standards quickly and efficiently into 
the curriculum in a practical, useful way. To show how the 
Lesson Planning Sheet might be used, a blank planning sheet 
and a sample lesson are included at the end of this section.

Suggested scope and sequence for a high school  
psychology course

Deciding what to teach and when to teach it is the first deci-
sion teachers face in any course, and psychology is no excep-
tion. Psychology teachers have many options for determining 
the scope and sequence of their courses based on the stan-
dards contained in this document. Ideally, psychology should 
be a yearlong course covering all units within each standard 
area relatively equitably. In a yearlong course, teachers can 
take roughly two weeks to teach each standard area, thus 
providing enough time to cover the material adequately and 
leave time for discussions, active learning, and inevitable 
interruptions in school schedules.

Not all teachers, however, have the luxury of teaching 
psychology as a yearlong course. Block scheduling and 
scheduling priority for required courses may leave schools 
that want to offer psychology little choice other than to offer 
it as a one-semester course. A one-semester course 
challenges a teacher’s ability to spend sufficient time to 
teach units (i.e., standard areas) that enable students to 
achieve all the standards. However, the standards do provide 
flexibility for teachers whose schedules are limited. The 
authors and editors of the psychology curriculum standards 
recommend that teachers design courses to highlight the 
Foundation of Scientific Inquiry and Research Methods as 
well as units from each of the five core pillars (i.e., Biological 
Pillar, Cognition Pillar, Development and Learning Pillar, 
Social and Personality Pillar, and Mental and Physical Health 
Pillar) found in the standards. Designing a pillar-driven 
course gives teachers creative avenues to solve the scope-
and-sequence problem in semester courses. The pillar-

driven course also exposes students to the diversity of 
scholarship in psychology. As indicated in the Pillar Model 
(see page 18), the National Standards Working Group has 
also recommended specific Standard Areas that should be 
considered a priority when courses are limited for time. 
These priority areas are Scientific Inquiry and Research 
Methods, Biological Bases of Behavior, Cognition, Memory, 
Life Span Development, Learning, Social, Multiculturalism 
and Gender, Disorders, and Health. 

Previous versions of the National Standards have 
provided sample course outlines to provide suggested 
scope and sequence for a high school psychology course. 
Given the 10 priority unit areas listed above, the National 
Standards Working Group decided not to provide course 
outlines here. However, teachers can refer to sample pacing 
calendars the APA TOPSS Committee has made available 
to teachers. 

Curricular decisions are made for a variety of reasons. 
For example, instructors may choose to put the areas that 
they are most comfortable teaching earlier than other areas. 
Alternatively, the choice may be made to time content areas 
to correspond with related current events (e.g., aligning the 
Life Span Development lessons to occur shortly before 
graduation). An instructor whose students participate in a 
science fair may choose to emphasize units that seem most 
likely to generate ideas for research projects. No matter 
which unit order instructors choose, or how many units they 
teach, they can cover psychology at an appropriate level and 
with appropriate breadth by structuring the course around 
the 10 priority units.

https://www.apa.org/education-career/k12/sample-pacing-calendars
https://www.apa.org/education-career/k12/sample-pacing-calendars
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Lesson planning sheet
Standard Area (Unit Name):

Domain:

Targeted Content Standard(s):

Targeted Learning Target(s):

Performance Objective:

Materials Needed:

Notes:

Sample Lesson Planning Sheet

Standard Area (Unit Name): Health

Pillar: Mental and Physical Health

Targeted Content Standard(s): 

Content Standard: Stress and Coping

Targeted Learning Target(s):

1.2 Explain sources of stress across the life span

A. Teaching strategy to be used: Discussion of stress across the life span and its sources
B. Assessment technique: Relevant activity
C. Estimated time required: One period of class time and out-of-class assignment 

Materials Needed: 

Materials for activity

Notes:
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Achieving proficiency in teaching high school psychology

Teacher certification in psychology should be addressed by each school district in which 
psychology is taught. The first step for each district is to determine whether present teachers 
of psychology meet the certification requirements for its state board of education.

Certification requirements for psychology teachers vary widely from state to state (see 
Weaver, 2014). Some states have no specific requirements, and others require a certification 
in psychology. The purpose of this document is not to supersede previous state board of 
education mandates. Rather, it is intended to inform:

•	 Teachers and future teachers who are trying to determine whether they have the recom-
mended background in the discipline necessary to teach a scientific psychology course

•	 School districts preparing to offer their first psychology courses
•	 School districts seeking to provide germane in-service opportunities for their experienced 

psychology teachers
In 2012, APA approved a policy document entitled Guidelines for Preparing High School 
Psychology Teachers: Course-Based and Standards-Based Approaches that provided models for 
teacher preparation based upon the National Standards. APA advocates that state depart-
ments of education and teacher preparation programs use or adopt these models for prepar-
ing new high school psychology teachers and recommends that all states offer and require 
a psychology teaching credential for psychology teachers. APA’s Advocacy Toolkit for the 
Psychology Teaching Credential provides guidance, recommendations, and scripts for those 
interested in encouraging states to develop a required psychology teaching credential for 
high school psychology teachers. 

The ever-changing nature of psychology requires continuing education for all high school 
psychology teachers. Many teachers may be deficient in one or more of the domains listed 
in this document. Teachers who are not as well prepared in these areas can take college 
courses aimed at eliminating the particular deficiency or enroll in one of the many psychology 
teacher workshops held throughout the country. For more information about workshops or 
professional development opportunities for high school teachers, visit the APA TOPSS 
website or contact the Education Directorate of the American Psychological Association at 
750 First Street, NE, Washington, DC, 20002–4242, (800) 374-2721 or (202) 336-5500 or 
by email (topss@apa.org).

Reference
Weaver, K. A. (2014). Credentialing high school psychology teachers. American Psychologist, 69(6), 

612–619. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0036574

https://www.apa.org/advocacy/education/psychology-teaching-credential
https://www.apa.org/advocacy/education/psychology-teaching-credential
https://www.apa.org/ed/precollege/topss/state-local-groups
https://www.apa.org/ed/precollege/topss/state-local-groups
mailto:topss@apa.org
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/a0036574
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APPENDIX C

RESOURCES FOR HIGH SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY TEACHERS

A broad range of resources designed to support and enhance 
the teaching of high school psychology are available through 
the American Psychological Association. The APA Teachers 
of Psychology in Secondary Schools (TOPSS) website 
provides teachers with resources that include:

•	 A resource manual for new teachers of high school 
psychology 

•	 Unit lesson plans, including three to seven lesson unit 
plans, two-day lessons from award-winning teachers and 
lessons on metacognitive, transferrable, and well-being 
skills 

•	 A vetting rubric for classroom resources and activities
•	 A teaching activities database
•	 A customizable course template, available in Canvas
•	 An assessment guide for psychology teachers and links 

to APA’s Project Assessment
•	 The APA’s Online Psychology Laboratory, which offers 

students opportunities to participate in studies and 
engage in data analysis

•	 Video presentations by master teachers and expert 
psychologists

•	 A diversity self-reflection tool for teachers 
•	 Sample pacing calendars
•	 Current and past issues of the Psychology Teacher Network 

news digest
•	 Resources for students, including a video on the value of 

taking a psychology course in high school and informa-
tion about student research, competitions, awards, and 
science fairs

•	 Items for professional growth and development, includ-
ing information on upcoming workshops and conferences 
for high school psychology teachers

•	 Information on TOPSS, including how to join
Several of the resources above were developed at the APA 
Summit on High School Psychology Education, held at Weber 
State University in July 2017. Teachers can find resources 
developed at the summit on science, skills, assessment, cre-
dentialing, professional development, diversity and access, 
and technology and online learning on the TOPSS website. 
Resources will be updated on an ongoing basis.

High school psychology teachers can join APA as High 
School Teacher Affiliates. High School Teacher Affiliates 
automatically become members of TOPSS, the voice of high 
school psychology teachers within the APA. Benefits of 
teacher affiliate status with APA include an electronic newslet-
ter from the TOPSS chair; yearly subscriptions to the monthly 
APA Monitor on Psychology magazine, the renowned American 
Psychologist journal, and the Translational Issues in Psychologi-
cal Science electronic journal; discounts on APA books and 
journals; access to online databases; discounted registration 
fees to the annual APA convention; and multiple opportuni-
ties to network with other psychology teachers and profes-
sionals. Teachers can also opt-in to receive the Psychology 
Teacher Network quarterly news digest and other APA 
newsletters. For information on joining APA as a High School 
Teacher Affiliate, visit the APA website; teachers can also 
contact the APA Membership Department by email or 
telephone at (800) 374-2721, or via 750 First Street, NE, 
Washington, DC, 20002.

Additional APA resources to support the teaching of high 
school psychology include: 

•	 Information about the subfields of psychology and poten-
tial career paths 

•	 An overview of generalizable career skills students learn 
from psychology 

•	 Resources on bringing diverse voices and perspectives into 
teaching 

•	 Resources on international issues in psychology, such as 
from  International Psychology (APA Division 52) and the 
Society for the Teaching of Psychology’s (APA Division 2) 
International Committee

High school teachers of psychology may also want to: 

•	 Subscribe to APA’s podcast, “Speaking of Psychology”
•	 Follow TOPSS and APA on Facebook
•	 Follow APA on Twitter
APA has a voice in multiple social media platforms, and 
teachers of psychology are encouraged to follow or sub-
scribe to social media feeds of interest.

https://www.apa.org/ed/precollege/topss
https://www.apa.org/ed/precollege/topss
http://pass.apa.org
http://opl.apa.org
https://www.apa.org/ed/precollege/topss/high-school-summit?tab=4
http://my.apa.org
https://www.apa.org/members/your-membership/high-school-teacher
mailto:membership@apa.org
https://www.apa.org/education-career/guide/subfields
https://www.apa.org/education-career/guide/transferable-skills.pdf
https://www.apa.org/ed/precollege/topss/considering-diversity/teacher-resources
https://div52.net
http://teachpsych.org/diversity/irc.php
http://teachpsych.org/diversity/irc.php
https://www.apa.org/research/action/speaking-of-psychology
https://www.facebook.com/apatopss
https://www.facebook.com/AmericanPsychologicalAssociation
https://twitter.com/APA
https://www.apa.org/about/social-media
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ELECTRONIC MAILING LISTS

The following lists are of particular interest to psychology 
teachers:

•	 APA TOPSS has an electronic mailing list for high school 
psychology teachers. You do not need to be a TOPSS 
member to subscribe. To subscribe to the TOPSS electronic 
mailing list, visit the listserv website.

•	 DIV2PSYCHTEACHER is a moderated discussion list for 
teachers of psychology at all levels of education that is 
owned and operated by the Society for the Teaching of 
Psychology (STP; APA Division 2). The STP Executive 
Director will also post announcements relevant to STP’s 
mission, such as calls for applications for leadership posi-
tions in STP and affiliated organizations (e.g., APA); 
announcements of teaching conferences, resources, 
grants, and awards sponsored by STP or affiliated organi-
zations; and general announcements relevant to STP’s 
service as APA Division 2. To subscribe to 
DIV2PSYCHTEACHER and to read the list guidelines and 
rules, visit here. 

•	 Psych-News is designed for people interested in the teaching 
of psychology at the high school level. Most list members 
are high school psychology teachers, although many college 
and university teachers are members as well. To join Psych-
News, send the message “subscribe Psych-News your 
name” to the listserv address.

http://lists.apa.org/cgi-bin/wa.exe?SUBED1=TOPSS
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/teachpsych.org/sys/website/?pageId=1862916__;!!HgxT5Xd5qx1T!FiyhucGaiuIgWQdoPmo0KKbjak_QjSbGWHOQ3I4CzgJrd9VfANH40fq4Kk4$
mailto:listserv@list-serv.uh.edu
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