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Learning Outcomes

• Explain why alignment is an important consideration in our work

• Identify the integration of budget, people, and strategy for alignment

• Recognize aspects of change management to promote alignment

• Assess opportunities for greater alignment in specific contexts, 
including sources of support and potential roadblocks



Beginning Discussion

• Within the higher education context:

• What does the concept of alignment mean to you?

• Why is alignment important?

• How does alignment show up in our work?



Contextual Reminders

• Belief in the promise/potential of a collegiate education for the public good

• Societal expectations of, and skepticisms with, higher education 

• Serving diverse stakeholders, including those historically underserved

• Resource-constrained, intensely competitive operating environment

• Pandemic recovery with a looming (present?) enrollment cliff



Familiar Learning-Oriented Alignment Perspectives

• Goals for learning

• Cascading and aligned learning outcomes

• Mapping institutional learning outcomes to programs/courses/activities

• Recurring cycles of planning/budgeting, implementation, 
assessment/evaluation, and improvement
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Processes Promoting a Culture of Evidence

Source: 

Trudy W. Banta



Alignment for Learning

• Necessary for mission fulfillment in our resource-constrained contexts

• Requires intentionality on the part of a variety of stakeholders

• Relies an understanding of learning goals at all “altitudes”

• Provides faculty, staff, and administrators with focus and clarity

• Uses integrated approaches to budget, people, and strategy (why this 
order?)



Budget



Budget

• We often work within an existing budget framework, philosophy, or approach 

• Need to honor prior investments and commitments

• Fiscal health analysis of the appropriate context (program, department, etc.)

• Revenue and expense expectations/forecasts

• The result is often a reallocation decision



People



People

• We often work with an existing group of colleagues to fulfill the mission

• Higher education is a knowledge intensive sector with specialized expertise

• Institutional culture may make it difficult to make swift changes

• Total compensation tends to be biggest budgetary expense 

• Most budgetary decisions directly affect people



Strategy



Strategy

• Strategy represents a series of actions taken to achieve goals

• Strategy should align with—and be derived from—mission/vision/values

• Strategic planning processes encapsulate the overall strategy 

• Making incremental vs. transformational changes as a result of strategy

• Strategy accomplishment is reliant on both budget and people  



Implementation



Implementation

• Integration of budget and people

• Represents how strategy gets translated into reality

• Resource reallocations or investments fund initiatives resulting from strategy

• Use collaborative process reliant on stakeholder input

• Implementation also often means integration with existing activities 



Prioritization and Differentiation



Prioritization and Differentiation 

• Integration of Budget and Strategy:  Prioritization

• What gets funded first

• Sequencing of initiatives

• Discontinuing, backburnering, maintaining, or strengthening certain activities

• Integration of People and Strategy:  Differentiation

• Offers the opportunity to realize a value proposition

• Higher education as unique/customized vs. treated as a commodity

• Evidence is needed to craft persuasive narratives of distinction



REAL Change in Higher Education 

• Relevance

• Efficiencies

• Academics

• Leadership  



Promoting REAL Change in Higher Education

• Relevance: producing value by addressing individual and societal needs

• Efficiencies: stewarding the investments made by others in institutions

• Academics: focusing efforts on core mission-centric activities

• Leadership: influencing others to develop and sustain needed changes, 
often using a distributed leadership perspective/approach



Keys to Successful Change Management

• People: engaging colleagues early, often, and meaningfully in change

• Evidence: making informed decisions using inclusive, credible evidence

• Communication: using a mix of media to reach a variety of audiences

• Time: building capacity for change into the institutional culture



Summary

• Higher education context requires greater alignment of activities

• Learning-oriented alignment rely on integrated approaches to budget, 
people, and strategy for success

• A focus on relevance, efficiencies, academics, and leadership can 
promote change

• Keys to change—involving people, using evidence, communicating, and 
cultivating distributed leadership 



Reflection

• To realize greater learning alignment in your context:

• How well do you integrate budget, people, and strategy in fostering change?

• What are sources of strength for doing so?

• Where are potential roadblocks holding you back?



Q&A / Discussion 



STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES (SLOs): 
CASCADED & ALIGNED THROUGHOUT IUPUI

IUPUI MISSION, 

VISION, VALUES, & 

STRATEGIC PLAN

PROCESSES & TOOLS

• Degree Proposals
• Gen Ed Review Process
• Program Reviews
• Strategic Plan Reports
• PRAC Reports
• Accreditation Activities

• Canvas (LMS)
• The Record
• ePortfolios
• Degree Maps
• Degree Audits
• Transcripts

OFFICES & COMMITTEES

• Academic Affairs
• Student Affairs
• Academic Units
• PRAC
• CTL
• PAII

• IEL
• SEC
• IRDS
• UAC
• DUE
• OCE

FOUNDATIONS OF SUPPORT:
IUPUI RESOURCES FOR OUR LEARNING-CENTRIC CULTURE

COURSE & ACTIVITY LEVEL SLOs
Academic, experiential, community, global, & co-

curricular learning (with on & off campus partners)

ASSIGNMENT LEVEL SLOs 
Specific interventions & assessments to 

implement & support the above SLOs

PROGRAM LEVEL SLOs

Individual degree program learning goals

INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL SLOs

Profiles of Learning for Undergraduate Success

CONCEPTUAL LEARNING FRAMEWORK

WE PREPARE GRADUATES FOR THESE TYPES OF BROAD ROLES & CONTEXTS:
DEMONSTRATING CIVIC-MINDEDNESS • FINDING EMPLOYMENT • ENGAGING IN LIFELONG LEARNING 

PURSUING GRADUATE & PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION • THRIVING IN A DIVERSE & GLOBAL WORLD 

REMAINING CONNECTED TO US AS ALUMNI



IUPUI's Conceptual 
Learning Framework

BEGINNING WITH THE END IN MIND

At IUPUI, we         prepare graduates for a variety of 

post-degree roles and contexts.  Some of these 

broad outcomes include demonstrating civic-

mindedness, finding employment, engaging in 

lifelong learning, pursuing graduate and 

professional education, thriving in a diverse 

and global world, and remaining connected to 

us as alumni.  Students participate in a variety 

of purposeful learning experiences on their 

pathway to graduation to prepare them for a 

dynamic, meaningful, and resilient future.

STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES (SLOs): 

CASCADED      &   ALIGNED THROUGHOUT IUPUI

The Profiles of Learning for Undergraduate 

Success ("The Profiles") are IUPUI's 

institutional level SLOs.  All our learning 

activities intentionally prepare students to be 

communicators, problem solvers, innovators, 

and community contributors.  These represent 

the learning outcomes we desire of all our 

graduates, regardless of major; they are 

cascaded and aligned throughout IUPUI.

Program level SLOs                              represent specific learning 

achievement required of graduates in 

individual degree programs.  These reflect the 

various disciplinary ways of advancing our 

broader institutional SLOs.

Course and activity level SLOs   are the 

individual contexts in which learning occurs.  

These include academic courses, along with 

experiential, community, global, and co-

curricular learning opportunities (involving on- 

and off-campus partners).  The Profiles and 

program level SLOs get introduced and/or 

reinforced in these learning experiences.

Finally, assignment level SLOs    include specific 
interventions and assessments designed to 
implement course and activity level goals for 
learning.  These also give students plentiful 
opportunities to demonstrate competence 
related to The Profiles and program level 
learning goals.

FOUNDATIONS OF SUPPORT:  IUPUI 

RESOURCES FOR OUR LEARNING-CENTRIC 

CULTURE

Undergirding the above activities is  IUPUI's 

mission, vision, values, and strategic plan.  

Indeed, our #1 strategic plan goal is to promote 

undergraduate student learning and success.  

In addition to academic affairs, student affairs, 

and the academic units, a host of offices and 

committees engage in distributed leadership to 

support our efforts, including:  Program Review 

and Assessment Committee (PRAC); Center 

for Teaching and Learning (CTL); Planning and 

Institutional Improvement (PAII); Institute for 

Engaged Learning (IEL); Student Experience 

Council (SEC); Institutional Research & 

Decision Support (IRDS); Undergraduate 

Affairs Committee (UAC); Division of 

Undergraduate Education (DUE); and Office of 

Community Engagement (OCE).

Several  processes and tools enable faculty, 

staff, students, and other stakeholders to 

facilitate and document student learning and 

assure our ongoing commitment to quality.  

Processes include degree proposals, periodic 

general education and program reviews, 

strategic plan and PRAC reports, and 

accreditation activities.  Tools such as our 

Learning Management System (Canvas), The 

Record, ePortfolios, degree maps and audits, 

and transcripts all support and encapsulate 

student achievement of learning at IUPUI.
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Abstract
Assessment takes place throughout the collegiate context involving a range of diverse 
individuals and they need to be valued, appreciated, and respected for their unique 
individual, disciplinary, and professional contributions to assessment. Those working 
in assessment are encouraged to consider adopting collaborative, shared approaches to 
leading and accomplishing interdependent processes and outcomes, often described as 
distributed leadership. This article begins by articulating the significance of leadership 
for assessment, continues by describing how a distributed leadership perspective may 
be useful, and concludes by defining and promoting conditions to support distributed 
leadership for assessment. As a concept, distributed leadership has the potential to 
influence the individual identity development of the assessment professional, involve 
other stakeholders engaged in the learning enterprise, inform institutional cultures for 
assessment, and provide opportunities to strengthen the assessment profession.

AUTHORS

Stephen P. Hundley, Ph.D.
IUPUI

Distributed Leadership for Assessment:  
Considerations for Individuals, Institutions,  

and the Profession

Introduction
 For assessment practitioners, there has been significant recent interest in 
identifying, describing, and clarifying the various roles and responsibilities associated 
with the identity development of these professionals (Ariovich et al., 2019; Jankowski 
& Slotnick, 2015; Nicholas & Slotnick, 2018; Polychronopoulos & Clucas Leaderman, 
2019). Often this identity involves developing and deploying specialized expertise through 
actions such as using various assessment methods, analyzing findings, communicating 
results, facilitating change, navigating complex political relationships, managing projects, 
and engaging in reflective practice and ongoing professional development. Assessment 
professional identity development for individuals also recognizes and values the various 
backgrounds and disciplinary perspectives of those involved in this work, along with 
respecting and appreciating the multiple pathways taken by individuals attracted to 
assessment as a profession. 

 Although growing in numbers, importance, and influence on college and university 
campuses, assessment professionals are not engaged in assessment activities in isolation. 
Because students increasingly participate in a variety of structured, educationally-
purposeful, and aligned learning experiences on their pathway to graduation, they do so in 
instructional contexts occurring both within and outside the classroom setting (Jankowski 
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& Marshall, 2017; Kuh et al., 2017). This has resulted in broadened stakeholder engagement 
in assessment reliant on an increasingly wide range of individuals from all parts of the 
collegiate landscape (Hundley & Kahn, 2019). Indeed, as Table 1 highlights, there are hosts 
of individuals and contexts associated with higher education assessment.

 Some of the activities in which individuals are involved in these contexts include 
identifying and documenting what students should know and be able to do upon completion 
of an assignment, course, experience, or program (Banta & Palomba, 2015); creating 
welcoming and student-oriented institutions (McNair et al., 2016); attending to issues of 
diversity, equity, and inclusion through culturally responsive teaching and assessment 
practices (Montenegro & Jankowski, 2017; Montenegro & Jankowski, 2020); and using 
data, experiences, and insights to understand, promote, and improve student learning and 
institutional effectiveness (Kuh et al., 2015; Webber & Zheng, 2020). To accomplish all of 
this, “leadership at all levels is necessary to create a student-centric culture that values 
evidence-informed interventions, improvements, and innovations” (Hundley & Keith, 2020, 
p. 2.). This article begins by articulating the significance of leadership for assessment, 
continues by describing how a distributed leadership perspective may be useful for those 
involved in assessment, and concludes by defining distributed leadership for assessment and 
promoting its use in various contexts.

Significance of  Leadership for Assessment
 The modern-day assessment movement began in the 1980s with calls for greater 
accountability and transparency of higher education institutions from a variety of 
influencers: federal and state governments, regional and specialized accreditors, higher 
education governing bodies, and institutions themselves (Astin, 2012; Banta & Palomba, 
2015; Hundley & Kahn, 2019; Kuh et al., 2015). During this time, increased attention was 
being paid toward the issues of teaching and learning, including the real and perceived 
tensions between assessment for both improvement and accountability purposes, along with 
how to effectively engage faculty in the assessment process—work that continues today 
(Banta et al., 2015; Ewell, 2009; Maki, 2012). This was also occurring during a time when 
institutions began competing in a more crowded higher education marketplace, teaching 

 4

Kahn, 2019). Indeed, as Table 1 highlights, there are hosts of individuals and contexts associated 

with higher education assessment. 

Some of the activities in which individuals are involved in these contexts include 

identifying and documenting what students should know and be able to do upon completion of 

an assignment, course, experience, or program (Banta & Palomba, 2015); creating welcoming 

and student-oriented institutions (McNair et al., 2016); attending to issues of diversity, equity, 

Table 1. Individuals and Contexts for Higher Education Assessment

Individuals engaged in higher education 

assessment include:

Contexts involved in higher education 

assessment include:

● Presidents, Provosts, & Institutional 

Policymakers 

● Deans & Leaders of Divisions/Units 

● Department Chairs & Program Directors 

● Faculty Governance Leaders/Members 

● Individual Faculty & Staff Colleagues 

● Professionals Supporting Assessment 

Practices & Processes 

● Institutional & Program Partners 

● Students & Student Government Members 

● Alumni 

● Employers & Community Members

● Institution-wide Goals for Learning 

● Initial Socialization & Integration 

Touchpoints 

● General Education Programs 

● Academic Programs & Courses 

● High-Impact Practices & Related 

Interventions 

● Support Services & Resources 

● Administrative Functions 

● Learning Experiences in Co-curricular, 

Community, International, & Experiential 

Learning Settings

Table 1
Individuals and Contexts for Higher Education Assessment

The modern-day 
assessment movement 

began in the 1980s 
with calls for greater 

accountability and 
transparency of  higher 
education institutions 

from a variety of  
influencers: federal 

and state governments, 
regional and 

specialized accreditors, 
higher education 

governing bodies, and 
institutions themselves.
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more diverse students, operating with dwindling fiscal resources, and increasing their 
attention to educational quality and value (Van Ameijde et al., 2009). It also meant the 
need to prioritize and sustain leadership for assessment by involving leaders throughout the 
institution (Gray, 1997). 

 Assessment leaders can be broadly classified as those who have primary responsibility 
for assessment as a principal or sole part of their job descriptions or those who have 
responsibility for assessment as part of a larger—and often related—set of duties (Hundley, 
2019a). The former, as Nicholas and Slotnick (2018) noted, typically include “administrators 
or faculty with the following job titles: Director of Assessment, Associate/Assistant Director 
of Assessment, Coordinator of Assessment, and Assessment Specialist” (p. 6). The latter 
often include other colleagues ranging from institutional leaders to unit or program leaders 
to individual contributor faculty and staff members—all of whom contribute, either directly 
or indirectly, to assessment activities on campus. 

 Assessment in higher education requires broad leadership for its sustainability. 
Everyone has the potential to be an assessment leader (Hundley, 2019b), including the 
individual assessment professional, who works in partnership with others to design, 
implement, assess, improve, and document learning; other stakeholders involved in the 
learning enterprise, including faculty, staff, students, and employers or community members; 
and formal institutional leaders, such as presidents, provosts, deans, unit leaders, and chairs 
or program directors. Thus, assessment leaders at all levels will benefit from an understanding 
of leadership styles, contexts, and perspectives to inform their leadership approaches.

 The impact of leaders and their leadership style is critical to academic and 
administrative effectiveness (Gigliotti & Ruben, 2017). Thus, approaches undertaken by 
assessment leaders may be informed from the broader leadership literature. Despite its various 
manifestations, there does not appear to be a single, concise definition of the ambiguous 
concept of leadership (Smith & Hughey, 2006), although since the 1930s, “different views 
of leadership emerge, from inducing obedience, to moving the organization in a specific 
direction, to the art of persuading, influencing or inspiring others” (Lu et al., 2017, p. 640). 
As Gigliotti and Ruben (2017) noted, “leadership efforts and leadership outcomes may be 
planned or unplanned, formal or informal, may involve verbal and nonverbal messaging, 
and depend as much on followership dynamics as much as leader activity” (p. 97). Within 
the broad education sector, Simkins (2005) offered some emerging views of leadership, 
including the notion that leadership represents processes of mutual influence, takes place as 
part of a larger social system, can occur anywhere and be demonstrated by anyone, and is 
often context-dependent.

 This view of leadership is reinforced by several scholars and has salience for how 
professionals in higher education may conceive of their work. Kouzes and Posner (2006) 
found that effective leaders understand the people with whom they work, including their roles, 
the function of their specific jobs, and the larger organizational structure; their approach 
was adapted by Smith (2013) to focus on leadership-centric considerations for assessment 
professionals. Other scholars discussed how higher education institutions are not as well-
suited to top-down approaches to leadership (Bolden et al., 2009), instead preferring to build 
and sustain cultures respectful of academic freedom, autonomy, and professional expertise 
over those focused on positional power (Bento, 2011). Finally, Jones and Harvey (2017) 
provided additional context to leadership in college and university settings that requires new 
leadership responses to achieve optimal learning outcomes. 

 Leaders in higher education should be encouraged to work collaboratively and in 
a participatory manner with colleagues in all areas of the institution on processes related 
to enhancing the institution’s effectiveness (Jones et al., 2012). This means having a high 
degree of respect for professional autonomy and disciplinary judgement while recognizing 
that engagement with this work is often context-specific and dispersed among various 
groups of people (Bento, 2011). Indeed, embracing a shared approach to leadership can 
help “create collaborative environments, innovative changes, and educational performance 
excellence” (Migliore, 2012, p. 37). This was corroborated by findings from Bolden et al. 
(2009) who indicated that “the majority of research on leadership and management in 

Assessment in higher 
education requires 
broad leadership for  
its sustainability.
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higher education concludes that leadership in universities is widely distributed” (p. 258). 
Given the collaborative, interdependent way leadership is—or should be—manifested on 
college and university campuses, a distributed leadership perspective may be useful in 
influencing the individual identity development of the assessment professional, involving 
other stakeholders engaged in the learning enterprise, informing institutional cultures for 
assessment, and providing opportunities to strengthen the assessment profession.

Distributed Leadership as a Useful Perspective for Those Involved in 
Assessment 
 As a concept, distributed leadership has gained attention in the United States 
and abroad in the last twenty years in all types of organizational and institutional settings, 
largely informed by disciplines such as sociology and political science in addition to the 
management literature (Bento, 2011). Although there is not an agreed upon definition of 
distributed leadership (Thorpe et al., 2011), the perspective nevertheless “recognizes that 
there are multiple leaders and that leadership activities are widely shared within and between 
organizations” (Harris & Spillane, 2008, p. 31). Indeed, distributed leadership may more 
accurately describe interactions between individuals and recognize how leadership qualities 
are promoted throughout the organization (Gosling et al., 2009). This is corroborated by 
Hundley (2019b) who notes that for assessment leaders in collegiate settings, such leadership 
often occurs by influencing others for whom direct authority may be lacking.

 There are similarities between distributed leadership and the related concepts 
of shared, collective, collaborative, emergent, and democratic leadership, although their 
use varies between organizational and cultural contexts (Bolden, 2011). While distributed 
leadership is often used interchangeably with related terms, Spillane (2005) made some 
important distinctions:

Shared leadership, team leadership, and democratic leadership are not 
synonyms for distributed leadership. Depending on the situation, a 
distributed perspective allows for shared leadership. A team leadership 
approach does not necessarily involve subscribing to a distributed 
perspective in which leadership practice is viewed as the interaction  
of leaders, followers, and situation. Similarly, a distributed perspective 
allows for leadership that can be democratic or autocratic. (p. 149)

 There are some ways in which distributed leadership is both conceptualized and 
implemented in practice. The main premises of distributed leadership are that there 
exists a group or network of individuals in which openness to leadership boundaries is 
encouraged and where varying types of expertise is distributed across the many, not the few 
(Woods et al., 2004). This is reinforced by Van Ameijde et al. (2009) who described such 
leadership in higher education as a process benefiting from mutual influence and reliant on 
both individual and group expertise. Gronn (2002) identified two properties necessary for 
distributed leadership: interdependence and coordination. Interdependence is manifested 
by overlapping and complementary responsibilities, while coordination involves managing 
interdependencies to ensure people and resources are aligned to achieve the required 
performance. Such interdependence and coordination represent similar themes associated 
with longstanding approaches to assessment (Banta & Palomba, 2015); emerging assessment 
trends (Hundley & Kahn, 2019); considerations for improving and scaling student learning 
(Fulcher & Prendergast, 2021); opportunities to engage students as partners in assessment 
(Curtis & Anderson, 2021); and the skills, competencies, and approaches identified as 
important to assessment leaders and professionals (Ariovich et al., 2019; Jankowski & 
Slotnick, 2015; Nicholas & Slotnick, 2018). Distributed leadership has the potential to 
embrace all individuals involved in contributing to the teaching and learning process. These 
include faculty and staff engaging in instruction, designing new environments for learning 
experiences, providing support services for students, and implementing professional 
activities that sustain an assessment culture (Jones et al., 2012). 

 Lest distributed leadership be viewed as the panacea for all that troubles higher 
education institutions, there are some limitations to this perspective. First, any leadership 

 Distributed leadership for 
assessment encourages 

vesting approaches to 
and decisions about 

student learning and 
institutional effectiveness 
in individuals and groups 

using collaborative, 
inclusive, and democratic 

processes, including 
sharing responsibility 
and authority for this 

work with stakeholders 
throughout the collegiate 

learning enterprise.  
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behavior is always influenced by power relations in higher education—including institutional 
cultures that may not embrace a distributed approach; it simply “recognizes leadership 
outside lines of authority that are characteristic of formal hierarchies” (Bento, 2011, p. 23). 
Second, delegation does not equate to distributed leadership, nor does distributed leadership 
automatically improve conditions; instead, it is “the nature and quality of leadership 
practice that matters.” (Harris & Spillane, 2008, p. 33). Third, distributed leadership 
does not remove the need for formal leaders in higher education; indeed, “strong, visible, 
personal leadership is appreciated when it brings clarity and a sense of direction” (Bolden 
et al., 2009, p. 275). Finally, simply adopting a distributed leadership perspective may not 
address other longstanding issues within higher education; these include fragmentation and 
silo mentalities, role ambiguity, slow decision-making processes, individual differences in 
ability, and unrealistic expectations of performance (Bolden et al., 2009). 

 Despite these limitations, there are benefits to adopting a distributed leadership 
perspective. Properly embraced, such an approach can improve “spontaneous collaboration, 
intuitive working relations, and institutionalized practices” (Gronn, 2002, p. 447). Within 
higher education institutions, adopting a distributed leadership perspective has been shown 
to promote responsiveness to stakeholders, provide greater transparency and timeliness to 
decision-making processes, and foster greater teamwork and communication (Bolden et 
al., 2009). Moreover, Jones (2014) reported that distributed leadership has the potential to 
focus on respect rather than regulation, a trusting culture supportive of autonomy, improved 
conflict resolution skills, and an emphasis on collective versus individual activity. To be 
successful, distributed leadership “needs institutional commitment, support from formal 
institutional leaders, and tailoring to the specific institutional context and culture” (Jones, 
2014, p. 139). 

 Organizational culture refers to the artifacts, behaviors, espoused values, and 
inherent assumptions of an organization (Schein, 2010). The value of assessment is reflected 
in the mission and the integration of assessment into campus processes; it relies on the 
intersection of culture, leadership, and institutional policies to shape assessment practices 
and approaches, including its role in improving student learning (Guetterman & Mitchell, 
2016; Kezar, 2013). This requires leaders to “situate the definition of culture in the context 
of the discipline and institution so that assessment is a meaningful process and outcome” 
(Guetterman & Mitchell, 2016, pp. 55-56). Against the broad backdrop of a distributed 
leadership perspective, it is now appropriate to define distributed leadership for assessment, 
including promoting its use in various contexts. 

Defining Distributed Leadership for Assessment and Promoting its Use 
in Various Contexts
 Embracing the perspectives described above and adapting an approach articulated 
by Hundley (2019a), an emerging definition of distributed leadership, in the context of higher 
education assessment, is as follows: Distributed leadership for assessment encourages 
vesting approaches to and decisions about student learning and institutional effectiveness 
in individuals and groups using collaborative, inclusive, and democratic processes, 
including sharing responsibility and authority for this work with stakeholders throughout 
the collegiate learning enterprise. 

 Operationalizing this definition in practice relies on three important considerations. 
First, distributed leadership recognizes that expertise and experience with assessment 
ranges from novice to advanced practice; this requires ongoing professional development, 
mentoring, peer learning, and sharing of promising practices. Second, distributed leadership 
respects the various methods faculty and staff members employ in designing, implementing, 
assessing, and improving learning opportunities for students; this rejects a one-size-fits-all 
mentality and embraces the diversity of our students and learning environments, including 
the complexities of student learning and the various conditions contributing to that 
learning. Finally, distributed leadership involves making this work intentional, pervasive, 
and ongoing; this requires developing the identity of individual assessment professionals, 
engaging stakeholders involved in assessment throughout the learning enterprise, promoting 
an institutional assessment culture, and advancing the assessment profession.

Distributed leadership for 
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vesting approaches to 
and decisions about 
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institutional effectiveness 
in individuals and groups 
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throughout the collegiate 
learning enterprise.
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Developing the identity of  individual assessment professionals
 Individual assessment professionals can use their roles to demonstrate and advocate 
for the principles of distributed leadership in their spheres-of-influence, even if they lack 
formal leadership authority. In part, this is accomplished through development and refinement 
of specific, integrated competencies needed by individual assessment professionals, 
regardless of context: strategic thinker, resource aligner, information user, and relationship 
builder (Hundley, 2019b). Strategic thinkers consider goals for learning and align them 
to broader plans and priorities of the institution and the requirements and expectations 
of various internal and external stakeholders. Resource aligners ensure sufficient human, 
fiscal, physical, technological, and information resources are secured, allocated, and used 
appropriately to support achieving goals for learning. Information users insist on using 
inclusive and credible evidence from various sources and contexts to make decisions and 
guide improvements in support of student learning and institutional effectiveness. Finally, 
informed by a model from Clucas Leaderman and Polychronopoulos (2019), relationship 
builders work effectively with students, faculty, staff, and other stakeholders in mutually 
responsive and supportive ways to develop, implement, assess, improve, and communicate 
the goals for, interventions used in, and outcomes of various learning processes. 

 These four leadership-oriented competencies complement recently documented 
ways to construct and support the identity development of individual assessment professionals 
as described at the beginning of this article (Ariovich et al., 2019; Jankowski & Slotnick, 
2015; Nicholas & Slotnick, 2018; Polychronopoulos & Clucas Leaderman, 2019). Individual 
assessment professionals working in a context where broader leadership for assessment 
may be lacking have an opportunity to begin leading by example through demonstrating 
and practicing these competencies. In settings where assessment leadership is more well-
developed, these competencies may help inform professional development opportunities 
and provide sources of strength on which to build greater capacity. These competencies can 
also be useful in helping individuals inventory their own professional practice and make 
changes to behaviors, equipping others with similar habits of mind, embedding them in job 
descriptions, and promoting a sense of individual identity development. They also inform 
how the individual assessment professional may engage other stakeholders involved in 
assessment throughout the learning enterprise.

Engaging stakeholders involved in assessment throughout the learning 
enterprise
 Stakeholders involved in the learning enterprise—individual faculty and staff 
members, employers, community members, and students themselves—need to be engaged 
in distributed leadership for assessment, often working with each other and in partnership 
with individual assessment professionals and institutional leaders. Van Ameijde et al. 
(2009) identified several conditions to promote distributed leadership reliant on such 
a team-oriented, collaborative approach. These include autonomy, clearly defined goals 
and responsibilities, internal support and expertise, information sharing, coordinated 
activities, and inclusiveness. As Lu et al. (2017) reminded, the goal “should be not only 
on developing individual leaders, and building human capital, but also on developing 
leadership throughout the organization, to develop social capital and networked 
relationships” (p. 646). As with individual assessment professionals, the four specific, 
integrated competencies described above also have salience for stakeholders engaged in 
assessment and improvement efforts as these approaches can help develop the distributed 
leadership capacity of talent across the institution.

 The Excellence in Assessment Designation (EIA) provides plentiful examples of 
how to engage stakeholders in assessment and improvement, often using the principles 
of distributed leadership. Launched in 2016, the EIA is a national recognition focusing 
“on intentional integration, meaningful alignment, and faculty-led assessment, thereby 
recognizing campuses that are engaging in the full breadth and depth of vertically and 
horizontally integrated student learning outcomes assessment” (Kinzie et al. 2017, p. 2). 
Campuses receiving this designation develop assessment approaches unique to their context. 

Individual assessment 
professionals can 
use their roles to 
demonstrate and 

advocate for the 
principles of  distributed 

leadership in their 
spheres-of-influence, 

even if  they lack formal  
leadership authority.
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As examples, Banta and Kahn (2017) discussed how to effectively engage stakeholders in 
a large, complex, decentralized institution; Fulcher and Sanchez (2018) described how 
a networked approach to assessment serves colleagues, programs, and students; Baham 
(2019) outlined the value of shared governance in this work; Horissian (2020) explained the 
need to develop a supportive infrastructure to connect people, functions, and resources; and 
Wilkins and Donat (2021) emphasized the importance of collaboration to foster stakeholder 
engagement. While these exemplars provide compelling examples of how distributed 
leadership is employed in their various approaches to assessment, formal leaders also play a 
crucial role in promoting an institutional assessment culture.

Promoting an institutional assessment culture
 Given the legitimacy and authority associated with their role, individuals holding 
formal leadership titles (presidents, provost, deans, unit leaders, department chairs, etc.) 
have a unique vantage point from which to advance important institutional, unit, department, 
and programmatic goals for student learning and success. Hundley (2019a) developed five 
imperatives for such formal leaders to embrace to promote an institutional assessment culture:

1. Leaders must make assessment a priority. This includes involving all 
the relevant stakeholders in assessment work; developing assessment 
plans that include goals for student learning; securing resources to 
support assessment, including time, collaboration space, and fiscal and 
human resources; implementing learning processes to provide students 
multiple opportunities to acquire and demonstrate competence; and 
communicating—in a transparent manner—to showcase learning  
outcomes to stakeholders.

2.  Leaders must attract and retain talent to support assessment. This 
involves clarifying roles and expectations for assessment as position 
descriptions are developed and approved; recruiting and selecting 
talent with a commitment to assessment; onboarding new talent with 
interventions, such as mentoring and professional development, aimed 
at reinforcing assessment as an important priority; and creating ongoing 
conditions to retain talent by valuing their assessment contributions.

3.  Leaders must develop capacity for assessment. This involves developing 
capacity for assessment at all levels of the institution—beginning with 
institution-wide goals for learning and extending to learning taking 
place at the program and course levels, as well as in co-curricular and 
other experiential learning contexts; leveraging institutional systems, 
processes, and structures to support assessment work; and promoting 
intentional opportunities for continued engagement in assessment 
activities and initiatives, both locally and elsewhere.

4. Leaders must reward, recognize, and promote assessment. This 
involves rewarding assessment by providing tangible resources that 
reinforce desired behaviors at institutional-, program-, and individual-
levels; recognizing assessment by identifying and celebrating exemplary 
practices undertaken by faculty and staff members in support of student 
learning and institutional effectiveness; and promoting assessment by 
communicating the outcomes of learning processes and sharing lessons 
learned with others in both the immediate campus community and 
throughout the broader higher education community.

5.  Leaders must sustain a culture supportive of assessment. This involves 
aligning assessment outcomes to planning, budgeting, and resource 
allocation decisions and processes; developing learning goals broadly 
and pervasively throughout the campus; implementing a variety of 
interventions at several touchpoints to reinforce learning goals; regularly 
assessing progress on learning outcomes at multiple levels and in 
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various contexts; using inclusive and credible evidence to communicate 
findings and guide ongoing improvements; and continually engaging all 
stakeholder in ongoing assessment and improvement processes.

 Granted, these leadership imperatives may represent a tall order to promote an 
assessment culture that both embraces and relies on distributed leadership for its success. 
Institutions with less developed or emerging approaches to assessment are encouraged 
to begin by first making assessment a priority and aligning people, plans, and resources 
accordingly. Those working on campuses with intermediate-to-advanced assessment 
programs may find it useful to periodically inventory policies and practices—such as those 
associated with recruitment, promotion and tenure, professional development, and rewards 
and recognition—to ensure they are continually supportive of the assessment culture the 
institution seeks to cultivate and sustain. Senior leaders—presidents, provosts, deans, 
for example—are in the best position to influence these leadership imperatives at scale, 
while leaders in other settings—in individual departments or programs, for example—have 
an opportunity to consider how these imperatives may be adapted to their local context. 
Regardless of where these leadership imperatives are implemented, colleagues seeking to 
embrace distributed leadership for assessment will benefit from broader conversations on 
this topic, including those emerging from the assessment profession itself.

Advancing the assessment profession
 Individuals attracted to the assessment profession reflect broad, diverse, and growing 
audiences. These include practitioners engaged in the direct work of assessment; partners—
such as faculty and staff members and external constituents—engaged in assessment as 
part of larger and related sets of responsibilities; administrators who champion and use 
assessment findings to advance a superordinate student learning and development strategy; 
and scholars who research, disseminate, and encourage evidence-informed approaches to 
learning, assessment, and improvement. Those employed in the assessment profession will 
undoubtedly need ongoing development and support to advance their professional identity 
concerning the “what” of assessment, including interventions, methods, approaches, 
structures, and processes, along with the “why” of assessment, including promoting student 
learning, addressing equity gaps, developing interventions to serve diverse students, and 
communicating progress and outcomes of learning to various audiences. 

 Distributed leadership also has an opportunity to inform and influence the “how” of 
assessment. In addition to the Excellence in Assessment Designation, discussed above, two 
other contemporary national assessment initiatives demonstrate how distributed leadership 
intersects with and advances important priorities in the profession. The Grand Challenges in 
Assessment Project involves the development of national and local strategic plans to address 
inequities in higher education, increase the responsiveness of pedagogical improvements, 
improve communication, and integrate planning around actionable assessment findings 
(Singer-Freeman & Robinson, 2020). This project exemplifies distributed leadership across 
the profession through its intentional involvement of national subject matter experts and 
local practitioners to advance important learning and assessment goals across the higher 
education ecosystem. Relatedly, the Equity-Centered Assessment Landscape Survey is a 
recent initiative representing “an opportunity to uncover the various assessment practices 
being implemented around the United States and Canada to support and address equity” 
(Henning et al. 2021, p. 16). The purpose is to equip assessment practitioners with models 
and examples to advance equity locally through adaptations of promising practices elsewhere. 
These national initiatives embrace the emerging definition of distributed leadership for 
assessment by focusing on student learning and institutional effectiveness; involving various 
individuals and groups; using collaborative, inclusive, and democratic processes; and sharing 
responsibility and authority for assessment and improvement with multiple stakeholders. 

 To foster distributed leadership in the assessment profession, more opportunities 
are needed to showcase when, how, and where such approaches are effective. National 
conferences and associations devoted to assessment can be a venue to equip individuals 
with professional development opportunities to sharpen competence and confidence around 
distributed leadership. Publications focused on the assessment professional are another 

To foster distributed 
leadership in the 

assessment profession, 
more opportunities are 
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approaches are effective.
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way to disseminate scholarship on how distributed leadership contributes to cultures 
supportive of student learning and institutional effectiveness. Finally, individual assessment 
practitioners can serve as mentors in modeling distributed leadership in practice. Indeed, 
while the initiatives described above provide national examples of distributed leadership for 
the assessment profession, most individuals will likely find the context of their work more 
local in nature—on a campus, as part of a program, and even in a classroom or experiential 
learning setting. In these settings, professional identity development is “about being in the 
world, but increasingly it must also be about being in a multiplicity of worlds or communities, 
and professional identity and its development is thus complex” (Trede et al., 2012, p. 378). 

 Assessment is similarly complex; the work is important and continuous, involving 
a diverse array of individuals from various instructional contexts. Those involved in 
championing and supporting assessment efforts are encouraged to lead by example by 
recognizing the significance of leadership for assessment, adopting a distributed leadership 
perspective, and promoting distributed leadership in their individual and collective spheres-
of-influence. Our students, our colleagues, our institutions, and our profession will be better 
as a result.
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In my 30 years of professional life, I have increasingly realized that navigating

change in any organization is one of the hardest aspects of successfully leading

others. Ironically, change is the one consistent factor in any organization that

strives to stay relevant in today’s marketplace.

I draw much of my change management knowledge from my formal education
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and through experiences in the following capacities: a sta� accountant at Steak’n

Shake shortly after I graduated college; a senior manager at Macy’s Department

Stores; and positions with Indiana University, which included serving as the COO

of a satellite campus and the associate vice chancellor within the Division of

Finance and Administration at Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis

(IUPUI).

These prior experiences inform how I lead change in my current position as vice

president and CFO for Valparaiso University. In my role here, the campus is going

through signi�cant change. A new president started a year ago, many of the

senior executives are either new to their role or new to the university, and a new

strategic plan has just been approved by the Board of Directors and will begin

being implemented during Academic Year 2022-23.

This recent experience has a�orded me the opportunity to put into practice the

four principles of change management I have experienced and observed during

my career: people, evidence, communication, and time. 

#1 – People

People are at the heart of any change management decision because change

usually a�ects individuals and groups. There are often personal and professional

implications resulting from the proposed change. For example, a person’s identity

and how she or he performs their role may be challenged because of proposed

changes. As a leader, it is important to engage people early in the process.

Individual employees’ knowledge and experience can provide useful insights in

both the planning for and implementation of change. The level of “buy in” and

“acceptance” to change that people feel is often a function of how early, how

often, and how meaningfully they have been engaged in the change management

process. Although it is often a process or a product being changed, a useful

starting point centers on involving people in a (re)validation of the core values that

should guide the intended changes.



The level of “buy in” and “acceptance” to
change that people feel is often a function of
how early, how often, and how meaningfully
they have been engaged in the change
management process.

As an example, when I was associate vice chancellor for Auxiliary Services at

IUPUI, I realized that for transformational change to occur, we �rst had to be very

explicit in articulating our core values. When I �rst arrived in the position and

requested the various units’ business plans, I received plans which were very

transactional in nature. The plans tended to focus on increasing customer

transactions to grow revenue by a certain percentage.

While these are certainly appropriate metrics, the business unit directors and I

came together and collaboratively decided that we were not going to focus solely

on transactions and revenue growth. Instead, we wanted to focus on the

relationships with our customers, because building and maintaining relationships



yield more longer-term revenue opportunities than single-instance transactions.

We needed to explicitly articulate our core values, one of which we dubbed as

“revenue through relationships is required.”

By engaging the leadership team in this process, I was able to leverage their

knowledge and experiences, which, in turn, cascaded down to individual

contributor employees within each of the respective business units. As a result,

we were able to change our approach in performing our function, while still

meeting our goals. Involving people in de�ning our core values at the outset

helped drive the change in mindset and performance that followed.

#2 – Evidence

Change usually results from some “triggering event” that is driving the need for

change: a change of leadership, potentially resulting in a new strategic direction; a

response to declining revenue, in which new revenue streams may be needed;

capitalizing on growth in market sectors, through which an expanded scope of

work might emerge; or a reaction to other factors in the external environment,

including competitive, economic, societal, or political pressures. 

Regardless of what is driving the need for change, a business case needs to be

made to a variety of stakeholders surrounding why change is necessary. It is

necessary to go beyond opinion, isolated events, and personal anecdotes to

create the momentum for change. Change requires data to make informed

decisions, and leaders need to use credible evidence from various sources to

promote the need for change. An evidence-informed business case helps to foster

awareness and acceptance of forthcoming changes.

As I noted, Valparaiso University is launching a new strategic plan. During the

implementation phase, it is imperative that credible evidence is used to inform

proposed changes. My leadership colleagues and I are developing and reallocating

resources to support our strategic plan; making the business case to do so

requires consulting multiple data sources. These include using benchmarking data

from national databases; identifying best practices from peers, aspirants, and

industry-speci�c organizations; recognizing the institution’s historical trends,

culture, and prior investments; and incorporating the recommendations of both

internal constituencies and external consultants. Collectively, these and other

sources provide the evidence leaders can use to guide needed changes. 

#3 – Communication



George Bernard Shaw said, “the single biggest problem in communication is the

illusion that it has taken place.” This is often true for leaders when communicating

about change. Because leaders tend to be privy to the numerous factors

in�uencing change, they are in-the-know early and have likely been discussing

such factors within leadership circles for a long time.

However, leaders sometimes forget that this information has likely not been

shared broadly with the entire organization; it is brand new information for

employees. Therefore, the importance of communicating about change at the

various stages of change management process is vital. 

Whenever possible, those most affected by
the change should be brought into the
conversation—ideally early enough to
provide input to make more informed
change-oriented decisions.

Whenever possible, those most a�ected by the change should be brought into the

conversation—ideally early enough to provide input to make more informed

change-oriented decisions.  Leaders should leverage the existing infrastructure for

communicating about change: small and large group meetings, individual

discussions for key stakeholders, email, websites, social media, newsletters, and

other existing forms of communication that are part of the culture of the

organization. A mix of communication media, used e�ectively, can help ensure

messages about change reach their intended audiences.

Recalling the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, my former employer—IUPUI—

used a variety of channels to help its constituencies adapt to change. In addition

to some of the communication methods described above, leaders employed

virtual monthly town hall meetings to reach individuals o� campus working and

teaching remotely.

Campus leaders were pleasantly surprised at the strong, consistent attendance

and participation at the multiple town hall meetings throughout the initial

pandemic year—which attests to the desire by stakeholders to be kept abreast of

changes. It was a reminder that the importance of communication, especially

during times of change, cannot be underestimated.



#4 – Time

While we tend to think of change management in transformational terms, the

reality is most changes take place incrementally through the natural rhythms of

an organizational or industrial lifecycle.

There are notable exceptions: when there is an event like the pandemic (as

discussed above), when there is a natural disaster or other crisis, when there is a

need to quickly respond to a competitive threat or opportunity, or when �nancial

conditions swiftly deteriorate. Most of us, however, experience change on a more

incremental basis, occurring over longer time periods.  Successful organizations

have built the capacity for change into their culture; the goal is for leaders and

employees to be ready for change to occur at any time. 

Throughout my career, I have been fortunate to work for organizations that have

done just that:  from my early days at Steak’n Shake through my time at Macy’s to

my long higher education career. Each endeavored to cultivate a resilient, change-

oriented culture. Doing so required leaders to invest time into hiring the right

people, equipping them with the tools to e�ectively do their jobs, investing in their

ongoing professional development, giving them constructive feedback to improve

performance, and regularly engaging them in change management processes.

This also included allowing su�cient time for change to take hold and providing

the resources and supports for adapting to change.

For your change management to be successful, always remember that it cannot

be completed in isolation—it requires individuals and groups to want to change. It

takes senior leaders to shepherd the process and the broader workforce to

understand why change in necessary, including evidence of why change is

occurring. A strong commitment to communication concerning the change needs

to be in place, along with the acknowledgement and realization that it will take

time for change to occur.

LEAVE A COMMENT



Leave a comment

New code

Please type the code above

Submit



Related Content

5 Critical First Steps to Launch Your DEI Initiatives

Member Spotlight: Amy Northard, CPA

The Future of Continuing Education

About the Author

Mark Volpatti, CPA, Ed.D. is vice president & CFO at Valparaiso

University.

https://www.incpas.org/detail-pages/mvc-blog-or-article-detail/5-critical-first-steps-to-launch-your-dei-initiatives
https://www.incpas.org/detail-pages/mvc-blog-or-article-detail/member-spotlight-amy-northard-cpa
https://www.incpas.org/detail-pages/mvc-blog-or-article-detail/the-future-of-continuing-education
https://www.incpas.org/images/default-source/blogs-and-authors/volpatti-photo-square.jpg?sfvrsn=552d98bc_0


Phone: (317) 726-5000

Toll-free: 1-800-272-2054

Fax: (317) 726-5005

Email: info@incpas.org

900 E. 96th St., #250

Indianapolis, IN 46240

mailto:info@incpas.org
https://www.incpas.org/list-pages/blog-list
https://www.facebook.com/IndianaCPASociety/
https://www.youtube.com/user/INCPAS
https://twitter.com/incpas
https://www.linkedin.com/company/indiana-cpa-society
https://www.instagram.com/incpasociety


Terms of Use

Contact Us

Privacy Policy

Site Map

© 2022 Indiana CPA Society

https://www.incpas.org/utility-pages/terms-of-use
https://www.incpas.org/utility-pages/staff-directory
https://www.incpas.org/utility-pages/privacy-policy
https://www.incpas.org/site-map

