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The project

• a social justice framework and a set of 
principles to guide the design, development 
and implementation of initiatives for monitoring 
student learning engagement. 

• a good practice guide that reflects the 
expertise of personnel in existing good practice 
programs, and exemplifies the principles.  
The guide describes and explains examples 
of good practice by making available a set of 
resources to support initiatives that seek to 
monitor student engagement.

The significance of the project is that it attends to 
the notions of social justice and equity and thus 
is aligned with and explicitly supports national 
imperatives for higher education reform. It is also 
a timely response to the widening participation 
imperative facing the sector that includes 
performance funding based on the participation 
and retention of students from low socio-economic 
backgrounds. 

The value to the sector is that the framework 
has been developed and agreed by a significant 
number of institutions so that while it is aligned 
with and explicitly supports imperatives for 
higher education reform it also provides a suite 
of practical resources to assist in safeguarding 
institutional MSLE activities. 

Scope of the Good 
Practice Guide
The Good Practice Guide contains the Social 
Justice Framework and the principles that sit 
within it. The guide describes each of the principles 
and provides examples of good practice that 
exemplify each principle. The guide also contains 
a suite of resources including case studies of the 
MSLE initiatives in the project’s eight participating 
institutions and artefacts associated with the good 
practice examples. Finally, the guide presents the 
review and synthesis of the literature compiled to 
develop the Social Justice Framework for MSLE.

The project Good practice for safeguarding 
student learning engagement in higher education 
institutions commenced in 2010 as a Competitive 
Grant with funding provided by the Australian 
Learning and Teaching Council. Since 2012, the 
project was supported and overseen by the Office 
for Learning and Teaching within the Australian 
Government Department of Industry, Innovation, 
Science, Research and Tertiary Education 
(Innovation).

The concept of student engagement is a key 
factor in student achievement and retention. 
Knowing this, many Australasian universities have 
been designing and implementing initiatives that 
monitor student activities for signs that they are at 
risk of disengaging, and initiating timely support 
interventions to encourage (re)engagement. 
We refer to these initiatives as programs for 
monitoring student learning engagement (MSLE). 
Given the aspiration for social inclusion in higher 
education, it is absolutely critical that MSLE 
initiatives are approached from a philosophical, 
moral and ethical position that is fundamentally 
aimed at enabling and facilitating attainment 
and success of all students. These philosophical 
underpinnings are critical if we are to ensure that 
students from groups for whom social and cultural 
disadvantage has been a barrier to participation 
and achievement in higher education have the 
opportunity to participate as fully as possible and 
are not further disadvantaged by the perpetuation 
of dominant culture and power paradigms. 
Consequently, it is our belief that MSLE initiatives 
should be consistent with the concept of social 
justice and be guided by a set of principles that 
provide a philosophical foundation for practice.

Therefore, the purpose of this project was 
to lead the design of a suite of resources to 
guide good practice for safeguarding student 
learning engagement, so that the design and 
implementation of MSLE practices are consistent 
with the notions of equity and social justice.  
Key outcomes of the project are:
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Good Practice Guide: Safeguarding Student Learning Engagement

It is proposed the Good Practice Guide will be 
a practical resource as well as an informative 
document and thus it includes a suite of activities 
to help readers engage in a practical way with the 
framework, examples of good practice and case 
studies — these activities are located throughout 
the guide under the heading Reviewing practice.

The guide also provides web links to the website 
Safeguarding Student Learning Engagement, 
which provides detailed information about the 
project and additional artefacts related to MSLE 
good practice. The website is complementary to 
and augments the resources found in this guide.

Developing the guide
The overall approach to the project has been 
participatory action learning where teams from 
eight Australasian higher education institutions 
have been cooperatively engaged in the production 
of the theoretical and practical outcomes. An 
overview of the key stages involved in developing 
the guide follow below. 

Identifying social justice 
principles
Principles often provide the basis for a strategic 
approach to a process that supports good 
practice. The benefit of identifying quality 
principles has previously been advocated by 
Nicol (2007, p. 2), who developed a set of 
principles for assessment and feedback in higher 
education. Describing what he believed to be the 
qualities of principles, Nicol noted that principles 
should capture research evidence to support 
implementation; that the principle should be broad 
enough and flexible to guide a practitioner; that if 
in a set, they should be ‘defined independently’ 
and be synergistic when operationalised; and 
they should assist with evaluation. Following 
Nichol’s work on assessment, other examples of 
the higher education sector employing a set of 
principles as benchmarks for good practice can 
be found in Good Practice Principles for English 
Language Proficiency for International Students in 
Australian Universities (Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations, 2008); the 
National Best Practice Framework for Indigenous 
Cultural Competency in Australian Universities 
(Universities Australia, 2011), which elaborates 
on a set of five guiding principles for Indigenous 
cultural competency in Australian universities; and 
most recently, Principles to Promote and Protect 
the Human Rights of International Students 
(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2012).

Format of the guide
The Good Practice Guide is organised in a  
top-down theory to practice way to assist with 
the understanding and then application of the 
framework to monitor and therefore safeguard 
student learning engagement. The sections of the 
guide are:

Part 1
• An overview of the project including the 

philosophical stance adopted for the 
development of the social justice framework.

• A synopsis of the relevant and informing 
literature on social justice, widening 
participation and student engagement to 
provide context for development of the guide. 

Part 2
• The Social Justice Framework and principles 

that emerged from the literature and refined 
through the action learning cycles.

• A comprehensive examination of each principle 
including implications for staff and students, 
challenges, and examples of good practice.

Part 3
• A series of eight case studies of each of the 

participating institution’s MSLE activities and 
descriptions of artefacts that illustrate their 
good practice (the institutional working groups 
have given their permission to share these 
artefacts)

• A summary of the examples of good practice 
as they relate to the principles

• A complete list of the artefacts that have been 
made available by the participating institutions 
for this guide; and finally

Part 4

A full review and synthesis of the literature on 
social justice and higher education.

Using the guide
The Good Practice Guide and the social justice 
principles are not intended to be prescriptive 
but are provided to assist higher education 
institutions and the sector initiate and implement 
MSLE initiatives and to guide the review and 
improvement of existing MSLE initiatives.
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In this project, defining and developing a set of 
social justice principles was an essential first 
step for developing the sector guidelines for 
good practice. The framework arising from the 
principles needed to:

• reflect the notions of equity and social justice

• provide a strategic approach for MSLE activities 

• be supported by resources for practice in the 
sector. 

Examination of themes in the social justice 
literature and its applications to education and 
research and practice about widening participation 
and student engagement in the higher education 
sector enabled an initial conceptualisation of a 
set of five principles: Self-determination, Rights, 
Access, Equity and Participation. Each principle 
was then defined and described by a rationale 
and the implications of the principle for practice. 

Verifying the principles
Early work with project representatives from 
each of the eight participating institutions (the 
project working party) explored the social justice 
principles in relation to their own institutional MSLE 
activities and considered possible alignment and 
critical considerations for applying the principles. 
A preliminary Social Justice Framework for 
safeguarding student learning engagement was 
proposed and feedback was solicited from both 
academic and professional staff participating in 
project-related activities and sector forums, and 
by gathering qualitative data through a series 
of workshops in the participating institutions 
(the project working groups). The institutional 
working groups considered the principles in terms 
of institution-specific activities and programs 
that monitor student learning engagement 
and discussed their relevance and potential 
value within each institutional context. These 
discussions were guided by questions such as:

Which of these principles do you see are a part of 
your institution/program?

Which of these principles do you think your 
program could/should aspire to?

The initial framework and the principles within 
it, were considered in light of new confirmatory 
or conflicting data and were further refined. The 
significant adjustment was that the principle 
Participation was repositioned as a central 
construct of safeguarding MSLE within the 
conceptual model. Figure 1 indicates the current 
conceptualisation of the principles and the 
relationships between them.

Figure 1: Conceptual model — A Social Justice 
Framework for good practice in safeguarding 
student learning engagement

The conceptual model, therefore, embodies 
the philosophical stance of the Social Justice 
Framework and the principles that underpin it, 
and ultimately defines good practice and the 
resources contained in this guide.

Refining the guide 
Piloting the Good Practice Guide involved an 
in-depth re-examination (with the participating 
institution’s working group) of each MSLE initiative 
to explore and understand how the individual 
principles and the complete Social Justice 
Framework applied to their particular initiative. 
This activity also assisted in the identification 
and unpacking of good practice examples and 
in the identification of artefacts (resources and 
tools) that exemplify the good practice in each 
institution’s MSLE program. The Good Practice 
Guide is therefore a record of the various MSLE 
initiatives currently in place across the sector and 
these are expressed as case studies in Part 3 of 
this guide.

The project



Identifying examples of 
good practice and MSLE 
artefacts
Examples of MSLE good practice in the eight 
participating institutions that align with each of the 
principles were identified (see Part 2). In addition 
artefacts (tools and resources) that exemplified 
these good practices were captured for the guide 
and include:

• Institutional policies specific to MSLE

• Training resources for staff (student advisors)

• Service level agreements, or equivalent, with 
subject coordinators

• Phone script (for student advisors doing 
outreach calls)

• Email script (sent to students)

• Action plan email

• Program evaluation materials

• Interactive feedback mechanism (for example, 
University of New England’s Vibe word cloud)

• Additional mechanisms embedded in student 
portals

• Reporting systems

• Websites that disseminate information about 
the program.

Good Practice Guide: Safeguarding Student Learning Engagement
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and recognitive (summarised as recognising 
differences and commonality amongst cultural 
groups). 

The development of the Social Justice 
Framework, set of principles and case studies 
embedded in this Good Practice Guide employs 
a recognitive approach to social justice. In a 
recognitive social justice stance, everyone is able 
to participate and contribute within a democratic 
society. A recognitive perspective includes not 
only a positive consideration for social difference 
but also the centrality of socially democratic 
processes in working towards its attainment. In 
essence, the recognitive perspective of social 
justice emphasises process and action over state 
and form.

This Social Justice Framework is designed 
to challenge thinking about dominant power 
structures, cultures and ways of knowing in 
higher education. The framework provides a set of 
principles that when considered together enable 
the reconstruction of existing relationships based 
on an examination of identity and needs. The 
intent of the social justice principles is that they 
will:

• guide MSLE program growth and innovations

• inform students and staff in the areas of policy, 
procedure and communication

• foster a sense of connection and partnership 
between academic and professional areas

• realise or instantiate programs and innovations

• offer a mechanism for reconciling value 
conflicts

• provide filters by which programs and 
processes can be evaluated.

Framing the project

The application of social justice principles to ensure good practice in 
safeguarding student learning engagement in higher education institutions.

The Good Practice Guide: Safeguarding Student 
Learning Engagement has been specifically 
developed for academic and professional staff 
responsible for the design and implementation of 
programs and initiatives designed to proactively 
monitor and safeguard student learning 
engagement. The guide presents a framework 
consisting of a set of social justice principles 
that are derived from the philosophical stance of 
recognitive social justice and have been interpreted 
for safeguarding student learning engagement. 
The purpose of the guide is to inform MSLE 
implementation strategies by describing examples 
of good practice and making available a set of 
resources (good practice examples, case studies 
and artefacts) to support policy and practice for 
various initiatives to safeguard initiatives that 
monitor student learning engagement.

The Good Practice Guide has been developed 
in consultation with eight higher education 
institutions in Australia and New Zealand who 
have implemented institutional MSLE initiatives. 
An Advisory Group consisting of the Project’s 
Evaluator and senior academic and professional 
staff have provided significant input into the 
development of the framework as well as the 
progress of the project.

Philosophical stance
Contemporary discussion of social justice 
focuses on three perspectives and most recently 
has been discussed in an educational context by 
Gale (2000) and Gale and Densmore (2000). These 
authors explore social justice from an educational 
perspective and classify explanations of social 
justice as: distributive (summarised as a fairness 
around the distribution of basic resources), 
retributive (summarised as fairness around 
competition for social goods and materials) 
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Social justice
The notion of social justice stems from the reigns 
of the peasant-born sixth-century Roman emperor 
Justin and his nephew Justinian who succeeded 
him (Evans, 1996). Although there does not 
appear to be a single definition of social justice, 
the contemporary literature suggests that the 
notion coexists with expressions of human rights, 
fairness and equality (Bates, 2007; Sturman, 
1997). For Theophanous (1994) the modern 
concept of social justice stems from the Greek 
theories of justice, and the ideas of two prominent 
Enlightenment philosophers Kant and Rousseau, 
so that social justice reflects the idea of equality, 
which is deemed as a necessary condition of 
democratic life. Sturman notes that theorising 
about social justice is reflected in recent debates 
about equity and equality adding, ‘The concept 
of “social justice” ... is not clearly defined (in fact, 
the term is often used as a synonym for “equal” 
opportunities or “equity”)’ (p. 1). 

Usefully, Gale draws on Justinian who described 
social justice as ̀  the constant and perpetual will to 
render to everyone their due’ (Isaacs, 1996 cited in 
Gale, 2000), while Singh (2011) defines the pursuit 
of social justice as being the fair distribution of 
what is ‘beneficial and valued’ (p. 482).

Gale and Tranter (2011) provide a comprehensive 
historical analysis of social justice in Australian 
higher education policy detailing policy 
developments in the period from World War II 
through to the 2008 Review of Australian Higher 
Education (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 
2008). Their account of social justice in higher 
education policy illuminates the authors’ views that 
perspectives on social justice can be described 
as ‘distributive, retributive and recognitive’ (p. 
29). For Gale and Tranter, periods of expansion 
in the higher education system have attended to 
the ‘notions of social justice’ and have resulted 
in new opportunities (p. 41) and access to higher 
education. During consolidation phases of higher 
education provision, retributive notions of social 
justice become more obvious and Gale and Tranter 
note that from this perspective, the inclusion of 
larger numbers of students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds may be perceived as destabilising 
the benefits of higher education, cautioning ‘... 
the inclusion of more people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds may be seen to undermine the talent 
and hard work of “deserving individuals” and 
traditional notions of merit and standards’ (p. 42). 

Gale and Tranter suggest that these perceptions 
should be addressed by policy and practice that 
embraces a recognitive perspective on social 
justice so that public and policy initiatives related 
to widening participation and social inclusion 
are not viewed in terms of the comparative 
representation of various groups.

Widening 
participation and 
social inclusion
Social inclusion strategies are targeted at the 
inclusion of students from under-represented 
social or cultural groups, while widening 
participation strategies aim to increase the 
participation of non-school leavers in higher 
education with the aim of increasing the 
proportion of people in the population who have 
post-secondary qualifications. Goastellec (2008) 
assesses participation in higher education using 
a historical analysis of the evolution of greater 
access to higher education and outlines a series 
of international case studies that exemplify 
the ‘equity principle’ in terms of how access to 
higher education is organised (p. 71). Marginson 
(2011) discusses social inclusion as a way  
‘to progress fairness’ and finds that social inclusion 
is advanced by the broadening of access of  
under-represented groups (p. 24). In this sense, 
social inclusion in higher education in the 
Australian context has manifested in public  
policy for widening participation linked to 
performance-based funding.

David (2010) provides a general definition of 
widening participation which ‘... is taken to 
mean extending and enhancing access to and 
experience of HE, and achievement within HE, 
of people from so-called under represented and 
diverse social backgrounds, families, groups and 
communities ...’ (p. 15). Widening participation 
also accounts for the emergence of several 
trends, notably that the new norms around 
access have led to higher education now being 
described as moving from selective (elite) to mass 
and now universal (James, 2008; Marginson & 
van der Wende 2007; Marginson, 2011), while at 
the same time globalisation has made education 
more accountable to public scrutiny, international 
evaluation and comparisons. Goastellec notes 
‘we are witnessing a permanent reinvention of 
tools aimed at widening access or at making 
[education] more fair’ (p. 82).
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Student engagement
Student engagement is a wide-ranging 
phenomenon that includes both the academic 
and non-academic activities of the student within 
the university experience and there is a significant 
body of evidence that shows that engagement 
is a significant factor in student attainment and 
retention (Krause & Coates, 2008; Kuh, 2009; 
Tinto, 2010). The commitment of institutions to 
students is a critical factor in retention — Tinto 
(2010) maintains that institutions should not only 
take some responsibility for but also encourage 
student involvement, while, in a similar but more 
specific vein, Nelson, Kift and Clarke (2008) 
contend that universities need to instigate, 
sustain and promote student personal, social 
and academic engagement, particularly for those 
students who face the greatest challenges in 
transition. 

It is widely accepted that engagement is 
particularly critical during students’ first year in 
higher education and that strategies that promote 
engagement should be intentional and deliberate 
aspects of first year curriculum design and 
enactment (Nelson, Smith, & Clarke, 2011). This 
strongly suggests that learning and the classroom 
experience through an intentional curriculum are 
the key to first year success and engagement 
with recent literature (Gale, 2009) reiterating the 
Nelson et al. (2008) contention of the importance 
of a ‘holistic’ (an integrated personal, social and 
academic) approach to engagement.

Usefully, Kuh defines engagement as ‘the time 
and effort students devote to activities that are 
empirically linked to desired outcomes ... and what 
institutions do to induce students to participate in 
these activities’ (Kuh, 2001, 2003, 2009a cited in 
Trowler, 2010).

Monitoring student 
learning engagement
Given that the concept of student engagement is 
well accepted as leading to student achievement 
and retention, many international and Australasian 
universities have introduced a variety of specific 
initiatives aimed at monitoring and intervening 
with students who are at risk of disengaging.1 
On the international scene, the most well-known 

1 In this specific project, Good practice for safeguarding student 
learning engagement in higher education institutions, we refer 
to these initiatives as monitoring student learning engagement. 
The literature commonly refers to the context of this as early 
intervention strategies.

intervention program is Purdue University’s 
Signals project. Within Australasia, Auckland 
University of Technology (Australian Universities 
Quality Agency, 2007), the University of New 
England (Office for Learning and Teaching, 2011) 
and Queensland University of Technology (Office 
for Learning and Teaching, 2012) have been 
recognised for their initiatives in this space. 

Good practice in these types of retention 
initiatives is described by Coley and Coley 
(2010) as institutions that ‘have determined 
a clear methodology to define and identify 
“at-risk” students, to reach out to students 
with appropriate resources and support, and 
to track and monitor student engagement’  
(p. 6). 

Monitoring student learning engagement involves 
the consolidation of existing corporate data with 
a range of descriptive and academic indicators 
including attendance, assessment submission 
details and participation in face-to-face and 
online activities. These types of early intervention 
strategies have appeared in first year experience 
literature and range from isolated case studies  
(for example, Johnston, Quinn, Aziz, & Kava, 2010; 
Potter & Parkinson, 2010) to reports of institution-
wide programs (for example, Carlson & Holland, 
2009; Nelson, Quinn, Marrington, & Clarke, 2011; 
Wilson & Lizzio, 2008). 

Examples of early intervention activities provide 
illustrations of the intervention process. The 
Signals project at Purdue University in the United 
States operates as an early warning of potential 
student attrition and actively demonstrates the 
potential of applying academic analytics with 
the provision of ‘near real-time status updates of 
performance and effort in a course ... (providing) 
the student with detailed, positive steps to take 
in averting trouble’ (Arnold, 2010, para. 5). The 
Student Success Program (SSP) at the Queensland 
University of Technology utilises a custom-built 
Contact Management System (CMS) to retrieve 
data available within other student systems and 
to import data from external sources. In the SSP:

Proactive highly individualised contact is 
attempted with all students identified as 
being at-risk of disengaging. A managed team 
of discipline-experienced and trained later 
year students employed as Student Success 
Advisors (SSAs) makes the outbound contact 
by telephone. ... When at-risk students require 
specialist support, the advisors refer them 
on (e.g. to library staff) or in some cases, 
manage the referral process with the student’s 
permission (e.g. to a Counsellor).

(Nelson, Quinn, Marrington, & Clarke,  
2011, p.86)

Framing the project
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Early evidence of the impact of the SSP has been 
documented (Nelson, Duncan, & Clarke, 2009) 
and Nelson et al. (2011) provide qualitative and 
quantitative data that shows that the impact of the 
SSP interventions on student persistence has been 
sustained and has positively influenced student 
retention at the university (p. 83). Nevertheless, 
programs such as SSP and Signals, while actively 
monitoring student learning engagement, need to 
be mindful of the diverse student cohort and not 
make assumptions about the conditions that may 
lead to a student indicating as ‘at-risk’.

Supporting engagement 
The type and approach to student support offered 
by institutions is therefore crucial to student 
engagement. With this in mind Zepke and Leach 
(2005) suggest that rather than expecting students 
to fit into the institutional culture, the institution 
should adapt its culture to accommodate the 
diversity of the students. They add:

Central to the emerging discourse is the idea that 
students should maintain their identity in their 
culture of origin ... Content, teaching methods 
and assessment, for example, should reflect the 
diversity of people enrolled in the course. This 
requires significant adaptation by institutional 
cultures ... The foreshadowed outcome of this 
institutional change is better student retention, 
persistence and achievement.

According to Nelson (2010), activities that are 
designed to engender engagement should be 
founded on a philosophy of social justice and 
equity, particularly given the pressures on the 
sector to widen participation and improve the 
retention of students from social groups who 
are currently under-represented in the higher 
education sector. Nelson adds:

To be consistent with these national imperatives 
requires constructive alignment between on 
the one hand policy and practice aimed at 
widening participation and on the other efforts 
aimed at increasing the retention of these same 
students.

(p. 4)
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