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Abstract
This paper reviews the establishment of the Behavioural Studies discipline at Monash University as a
scholarly alternative to traditional Australian Psychological Society accredited Psychology courses.
Starting out in 1998 with two first year subjects, Behavioural Studies has grown into a discipline in its
own right having generated sufficient student demand for 10 subjects to be run on three campuses,
attracting over 1000 enrolments annually.  Administered through the Faculty of Arts, Behavioural
Studies shares many subject areas with, but is independent of, the science-based Psychology
discipline.  The disciplines can be seen as differing in two important ways: while Behavioural Studies
promotes a humanistic approach to the study of the mind and its content is driven by staff interest and
student demand, the traditional Psychology discipline promotes a predominantly scientific approach
and its content is prescribed by the Australian Psychological Society.  Given these differences, the two
disciplines should be seen as complementary rather than in competition with one another for
enrolments.  The authors conclude that the evolution of the academic teaching of psychology has
created space for a humanistic approach to the study of the mind and that this has been eagerly
received by students.

Prior to the mid 1990s, university psychology programs in Australia could be categorised according to
one of two streams: ‘lab’ and ‘non-lab’ streams.  A lab stream comprised a psychology major
accredited by the Australian Psychological Society for the purposes of registration as a psychologist.
This stream had prescribed statistical and, as the name suggests, laboratory components, which
ensured that students graduated with a grounding in both the art and science of psychology.  Non-lab
streams, on the other hand, catered to those students who wanted to study psychology but did not
aspire to becoming registered psychologists.  Such courses dispensed with the statistical and
laboratory content of the APS accredited courses in favour of additional theoretical and/or applied
content.

This division began to disappear in the mid to late 1990’s with the push toward universal APS
accreditation of university psychology courses.  While the regulation and monitoring of psychology
training is imperative for the profession of psychology, the universal accreditation of psychology
programs created something of a educational vacuum.  Regardless of their professional aspirations,
all students wanting to graduate with a major in psychology were now required to complete core
science-based subjects such as statistics, research methods and psychobiology; opportunities to
undertake a more humanistic study of psychology soon disappeared from university handbooks.

Rising from the ashes . . .
At the same time as this shift was occurring in psychology training, the Monash University Faculty of
Arts was experiencing a significant organisational restructure.  This restructure resulted in the
disestablishment of the Bachelor of Human Services degree, a vocationally-oriented program which
prepared graduates for employment in the fields of welfare, social work and human services.  By
1998, the Human Services program had been pared down to two first year subjects, Introduction to
Behavioural Studies and Lifespan Development.  Despite plans for their eventual disestablishment,
enrolments in these subjects began to increase, a phenomenon that can only be put down to word of
mouth as enrolments were not actively solicited by the Faculty.  This created an administrative
dilemma for while the two subjects did not seem to fit in with any of the established disciplines within
the Faculty, it became apparent that they were too valuable to the Faculty to disestablish.
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. . . a new discipline
It became clear that the two first year subjects satisfied a real demand for non-APS accredited
psychology subjects, at least at first year level.  However, what was to become of these students in
second year?  In 1999, recognising that some second year enrolments may be lost to the Department
of Psychology in the Faculty of Science, the Faculty of Arts instituted two complementary second year
subjects which, when taken in combination with the two first year subjects, constituted a minor
sequence.  In this way, the discipline of Behavioural Studies was born.

In addition to retaining enrolments that may otherwise have been lost to other faculties, the new minor
attracted enrolments from other faculties.  In particular, students from the Faculty of Education were
attracted to Behavioural Studies as the minor sequence satisfied the requirements of the Psychology
teaching method and, for many, this was preferable to completing a minor in the science-based APS
accredited program.

The Behavioural Studies minor demonstrated popular appeal but, more importantly, it offered a
scholarly entry into a discipline otherwise accessible only via the study of APS accredited psychology
subjects.  By 2000, demand for a major sequence was evident, so, over the next two years and in
consultation with students, six new subjects were introduced at second and third year levels.

The result of this evolution is a sequence of subjects exploring selected theoretical and applied topics
within the broad area of the mind and human behaviour.  With its heritage in vocational training,
Behavioural Studies, in its present form, represents a successful melding of the scholarly and the
applied.  Currently, the discipline attracts over 1000 enrolments per year and as of 2004 will conduct
classes across four Monash Campuses (Caulfield, Clayton, Gippsland and Berwick).

The Behavioural Studies major
First year Behavioural Studies subjects are similar in content to first year APS accredited psychology
subjects in that they introduce students to the main topics and methods of inquiry in the discipline.
However, unlike introductory psychology, introductory Behavioural Studies subjects do not involve the
study of statistics nor are students required to conduct experiments.  This is not to say that the
scientific approach is eschewed.  While humanistic at heart, a holistic view is taken in regard to course
content, incorporating a range of approaches to the study of the mind and human behaviour from the
staunchly scientific to the avowedly humanistic.

Reflecting both student demand and staff expertise, the Behavioural Studies major has developed
around three central themes, Interpersonal behaviour, Abnormal behaviour and Research skills.  The
themes and year levels of later year subjects are shown in Table 1.  (Detailed descriptions can be
found at http://www.arts.monash.edu.au/humcass/behaviour/)

Table 1. Behavioural Studies subjects by theme and year level
Second Year Third Year

Themes
Interpersonal
behaviour

Personality: Beyond the persona
People Skills
Interpersonal relationships and
communication skills

Mediation
People Skills
Interpersonal relationships and
communication skills

Abnormal
behaviour

Alcohol and dug use
The criminal mind

Alcohol and dug use
The criminal mind

Research
skills

Research methods for
Behavioural Studies
Research project
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Interpersonal behaviour
The foundational subject in this theme is Personality: Beyond the persona which introduces students
to the classic personality theories such as the psychodynamic, object-relations, phenomenological,
dispositional and behavioural, as well as some of the more contemporary ideas of existential
psychology and systems theory.  People skills and Interpersonal relationships and communication
skills develops students’ insight into their own behaviour and psychological processes and those of
other individuals and groups within an experiential setting.  Mediation brings these skills together in
the highly specialised and applied domain of individual and group mediation.  This subject can be
accredited under the Family Law Regulations and satisfies part of the training requirements for Family
and Child Mediators.

Abnormal behaviour
This theme introduces students to two realms of abnormal behaviour of increasing popular interest
and import.  The criminal mind examines the psychological determinants of criminality with specific
reference given to serial killing.  The subject also provides students with a basic understanding of
psychodynamic, social and biological explanations of criminality, the distinction between legal insanity
and mental illness, the diagnostic frameworks for psychopathy and Anti-social Personality Disorder
and the sociological context of serial crime.

Drug and alcohol use introduces students to current theory and treatment practices in the field of
substance use and dependence.  The lecture series is delivered by guest lecturers from organisations
involved in the treatment and rehabilitation of drug and alcohol users and students are required to visit
and report on the services provided by such organisations.

Because of the popular nature of the subjects, particular emphasis is given to distinguishing between
the romantic myths (often portrayed in the media) and the lived realities of the subject matter.

Research skills
This theme introduces students to the theory and practice of a range of research methodologies, both
quantitative and qualitative.  In Research methods for Behavioural Studies, students are required to
develop detailed proposals for behavioural research projects of personal interest to themselves.  In
Research project, students conduct a small research project, often that one proposed in Research
methods for Behavioural Studies.  In combination, these subjects prepare high performing students for
further studies at fourth year Honours level.

As can be seen from the above descriptions, the major sequence has a very much applied focus.  In
this regard, it is important to note that all staff teaching within the discipline currently practice or
conduct research in areas such as health promotion, social work, clinical psychology, counselling and
mediation ensuring that course content remains up to date and industry-relevant.

Graduate destinations
With many students questioning the utility of their Arts degrees, the authors believe that graduates
should feel confident that they have industry-relevant and broadly useful skills.  To this end, industry-
related skills training has been incorporated, where possible, into individual subjects so that students
graduate with a portfolio of demonstrable skills.  For example, the content of the Mediation subject is
recognised under the Commonwealth Family Law Regulations.

As mentioned earlier, completion of the minor sequence in Behavioural Studies satisfies the
requirements of the Psychology teaching method for those students undertaking a Bachelor of
Education.  For those students interested in studying social work, a minor in Behavioural Studies
represents a sequence in the study of the individual, a requirement for entry into the Bachelor of
Social Work program at Monash University.

A major in Behavioural Studies prepares students for further study at Honours and Coursework
Masters level, for further training in specific psychological interventions such as family therapy, grief
counselling and mediation or for work in the fields of welfare and human services.  The major also
complements studies in psychology, criminology, law, business and marketing in which disciplines
many students also study.
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A humanistic approach to mind and behaviour
A humanistic philosophy underlies, and guides the development of, the Behavioural Studies discipline
at Monash University.  Briefly stated, humanism is an approach to psychology that emphasises the
value of personal experience and the intrinsic worth of the individual (Allen, 2000).  Furthermore, with
regard to study of human behaviour, humanism does not privilege scientific over natural methods of
gaining knowledge, rather, both are held as valuable and appropriate under different conditions.

Shaffer (1978) outlines the five central principles of the humanistic approach to psychology as follows:

1. Humanism is strongly phenomenological or experiential
2. Humanistic psychology insists on the human being’s essential wholeness and integrity
3. Humanistic psychology, while acknowledging that there are clear-cut limits inherent in human
existence, insists that human beings retain an essential freedom and autonomy.
4. Humanistic psychology is anti-reductionist in its orientation.
5. Humanistic psychology, consistent with its strong grounding in existentialism, believes that
human nature can never be fully defined.

In line with the discipline’s humanistic philosophy, students are required at all year levels to maintain
journals in which they reflect upon the material presented in lectures and seminars.  Specifically,
students are asked to apply the new material to their own experiences and lives and critically discuss
theoretical material covered in class.  These journals are assessable as documentary evidence of the
students’ comprehension of the course material, however, their usefulness extends beyond
assessment.  Students have reported that journal work has helped them to create meaningful
connections between the course material and ‘real life’ and deepened their understanding of their own
psychological processes.

It is difficult for a program with content that is humanistic not to be humanistic in practice.  A
humanistic program compels teaching staff to behave according to humanistic principles and to
incorporate humanistic assumptions into their teaching and assessment practices.  As it applies to
university teaching, humanism promotes student-centredness, self-directed learning and content that
is personally meaningful (as opposed to rarefied and obscure) and encourages choice and self-
expression.  Accordingly within this framework, pedagogy has made way for andragogy (Knowles,
1984) in the Behavioural Studies discipline with collegial connections being encouraged between staff
and students.

Students are drawn into a number of influential roles in Behavioural Studies.  As with many disciplines,
frank student feedback is sought at the end of each semester and serious attention is given to student
concerns.  In addition, students play a critical role in the development of new subjects.  At an early
stage in the development of the Behavioural Studies major, students were surveyed to help staff
determine which of the wide array of possible subjects would be of most use and interest to students.
Teaching students what they want to be taught may appear to be simply a strategy for retaining
enrolments, however, the returns were much more valuable than this.  Students seemed to value the
trust placed in them by staff and the willingness of staff to hear them; with that came increased
retention rates and a sense of ownership of the program on the part of students.

Humanistic perspectives alone do not do justice to the study of the mind and human behaviour.  To
this end, a holistic approach is promoted where students are exposed to a wide range of theoretical
orientations.  It is clear, however, that the overall humanistic approach to education in general, and the
study of psychology in particular, distinguishes Behavioural Studies from mainstream APS accredited
psychology programs which have relinquished ownership of non-scientific approaches to the study of
the mind and human behaviour.  The practical consequence of this is that Behavioural Studies is free
to teach these alternative approaches without entering into competition with mainstream psychology
programs.

Current considerations and future directions
In recounting the evolution of Behavioural Studies at Monash University, the authors acknowledge that
their own experiences of studying APS accredited psychology have been influential in determining the
directions of the new discipline.  Concerns about traditional psychology course content (especially the
emphasis on measurement and statistics) and processes (especially large and impersonal teaching
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forums) have driven the search for alternatives.  So too has the memory of spending far more time
and energy working in the lab with animals than in the real world with human beings.

One of the drawbacks of not having course content prescribed by an external professional body, as is
the case with APS accredited psychology programs, is a certain lack of coherence across the subjects
offered. That is, subjects have been established in an ad hoc fashion rather than developed as a
whole, coherent program with a clear central theme around which all subjects revolve.  For example,
there is a marked gap separating the content of the introductory subjects and the two subjects that
make up the abnormal behaviour theme.  This may be remedied by the inclusion, at second year level,
of a subject examining abnormal psychology that would provide students with a firmer grounding for
The criminal mind and Alcohol and drug use.
Given that the major was established very rapidly and was driven chiefly by student demand, it is
recognised that some fine tuning is required to provide more coherence across the discipline.  In
addition to filling content gaps in the major sequence, plans are in place to extend the program to
include a fourth year Honours program in 2004.  In keeping with the humanistic ethos of the discipline
and the emphasis on combining scholarly and applied activities, the Honours program will include a
research thesis in the form of a journal article manuscript (which will be submitted for publication in an
appropriate scholarly journal) and course work incorporating experiential training in a selection of
humanistic psychotherapies.  Coursework and research masters programs are also in the planning.

Conclusion
The Behavioural Studies discipline emerged within the context of universal APS accreditation of
university psychology programs and the disestablishment of the Human Service program at Monash
University.  In five years, it has proven to be a popular discipline, attracting over 1000 enrolments this
year from across the university, and continues to evolve within a humanistic framework.  The course
content can be seen as complementing, rather than competing with that of traditional psychology
programs.  As such, Behavioural Studies clearly fills the void in the scholarly study of the mind and
human behaviour.

References
Allen, B. P. (2000).  Personality theories: Development, growth and diversity.  Sydney: Allyn and

Bacon.

Knowles, M. (1984). The adult learner: A neglected species.  Houston, TX: Gulf.

Shaffer, J. B. P. (1978).  Humanistic psychology. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall.


