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Assessment plays a significant role in education and over the past few decades, there has 
been a global call for assessment practices to evolve from traditional standardised tests to 
those that appraise complex and higher order thinking. Professional bodies, employers 
and government regulations have further driven the agenda to re-invent both 
assessments and curricula. To address these concerns, and to further strengthen the 
institution’s industry-informed curricula, University of South Australia (UniSA) launched 
its institution-wide Authentic Assessment Project (AAP), a key priority of its strategic 
academic plan. The successful implementation and adoption of the AAP required 
distributed leadership with various streams led by academic developers (ADs). Our 
article discusses the action research approach undertaken by the ADs and accordingly 
focuses on the planning, action, and observation stages. Reflection on the success of the 
initiatives was directed by two research questions: “How successful were the ADs in 
leading the different streams?” and “What needs to be done by the ADs to solicit more 
engagement from participants?” Engagement data from the various streams identifies, to 
an extent that buy-in from the different stakeholders was positive. Elements of the 
project that could have been better planned and implemented are also discussed.  

 
Introduction  
 
Assessment is fundamental to the learning process and is a critical aspect of teaching. The 
role of assessment is clearly articulated in Biggs’ (2003) depiction of constructive 
alignment where connections are made between the assessment, learning objectives, and 
teaching and learning activities. Through the washback effect, good assessment design can 
clearly identify the attainment of learning objectives through activities that scaffold the 
development of students’ ability to successfully complete assessment tasks. 
 
Over the past few decades, there has been a push for the transformation of assessment 
practices to evolve from traditional standardised tests that assess the ability to memorise 
and recall to those that scaffold student learning through the appraisal of complex and 
higher order thinking (Sambell, McDowell & Montgomery, 2012). Professional bodies and 
employers, noting that graduates do not have the skills and knowledge required in the 
workplace, have further driven the agenda to re-invent both curricula and assessments. In 
Australia, the strong job market and the rising cost of university degrees has meant that 
institutions must move to more experiential and authentic forms of learning to attract and 
retain students. This can be challenging given the slow pace of curriculum change and 
impeding cultural factors. No one factor can be identified as the key driver towards more 
authentic forms of learning. Rather, the combination of rising costs, competitive 
education markets, increased expectations from prospective students on how they learn, 
and expectations from industry and society of the role universities play in shaping the 
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future workforce, has contributed to the increasing popularity of authentic assessment 
across the sector.  
 
This paper reports on action research undertaken by academic developers (ADs) at an 
Australian university to reflect on how they contributed to a strategic priority and the role 
they played in the distributed leadership model used by educational leaders to advance the 
project. The ADs utilised in-action practitioner reflection whereby “…he [they] can 
surface and criticise the tacit understandings that have grown up around the repetitive 
experiences of a specialised practice and … make new sense of the situations of 
uncertainty or uniqueness…” (Schön, 1983, p. 61). Although this paper discusses a project 
that was undertaken in one specific context, the discussion illustrates how similar projects 
can be progressed by ADs in different contexts and highlights the practicalities and 
lessons learned to ensure success of such projects and drive better engagement from 
participants. 
 
Key themes 
 
Authentic learning and assessments 
 
Assessments are a key component of any educational setting as they shape how students 
interact with the content and teaching and learning activities. However, there is 
widespread concern globally about the validity and reliability of assessments that focus 
solely on testing students’ ability to recall information. This concern is reflected in the fact 
that some graduates excel in exams but struggle with practical performance in the 
workplace. Standardised tests often fail to measure students’ actual capacity to address 
real-world challenges (Pereira et al., 2015). Wiggins (2011), an advocate of authentic 
assessments, argued that the true ability is demonstrated through consistent success in 
tasks with clear, meaningful criteria. Authentic assessments aim to reflect this by involving 
tasks that mirror real-world or discipline-specific problems. These tasks are complex, 
requiring students to think from various perspectives and engage in higher-order thinking 
to find solutions (Ashford-Rowe et al., 2014; Villarroel, et al., 2017; Wiggins, 2011). 
 
With the exponential proliferation of digital technology such as generative artificial 
intelligence tools, which can easily and rapidly produce information, it is pertinent that 
students develop core discipline, enterprise, and digital competencies required for life and 
work in the 21st century. Globally, it has been acknowledged that authentic assessments 
are able to address many of the concerns that afflict higher education such as graduate 
unemployment (Sotiriadou et al., 2020), and poor student engagement (Armellini et al., 
2021).  
 
UniSA’s 2021-2025 Academic Plan included a strong focus on innovative curricula to 
support workforce skills needed locally, nationally, and internationally. A key strategic 
priority of this plan was the institution-wide Authentic Assessment Project (AAP). The AAP 
comprised four streams: (1) Authentic Assessment Network; (2) Assessment25; (3) 
Implementation; and (4) Policy update. Educational leaders in UniSA assigned the AAP to 
a steering group to progress. The steering group was led by two co-chairs appointed by 
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the Provost. Expressions of interest to join the steering group were invited from the 
university community through an online form that amongst others sought information 
about current roles and reasons for wanting to be elected to the steering group. The co-
chairs then elected members to the group based on their expertise on assessment 
practices. The elected members were all experts in authentic assessments. The final 
membership comprised Deans of Programs, Program Directors, representatives from 
other central units and an Academic Developer. The steering group employed distributed 
leadership (DL) and tasked ADs to realise the vision of the AAP. Each stream is discussed 
in this paper. The main aim of the project was to focus on high quality assessments rather 
than high volume, with utilisation of situational assessment rather than traditional 
assignments and final exams. The Project provided the opportunity to systematically 
review assessment practices across the institution, and track implementation of authentic 
assessments through graduate outcomes, student engagement, and industry feedback. 
 
Distributed leadership 
 
The higher education landscape today is a complex environment full of diversity and 
chaos that deals not only with individuals but also organisational contexts (Jones et al., 
2014). Universities commonly adopt distributed leadership (DL) to implement agentic 
change (Bolden et al., 2008). DL is perceived as a practice that involves the 
implementation of leadership enactment based on the potential of all members of an 
organisation. Through these activities, a development of a collegial process occurs in a 
system that is dynamic, all inclusive, and synergetic because it is spread throughout the 
organisation and beyond (Okiri & Hercz, 2023). This approach requires relationships and 
collaboration across different levels of leadership and positions others to become 
contributors to educational change (Bryman, 2007). This model of leadership recognises 
the interaction between different aspects such as subjects, objects, instruments, rules, and 
community (Bryman, 2007), requiring “co-performance of leadership and the reciprocal 
interdependencies that shape the leadership practice” (Spillane, 2006, p. 58).  
 
Distributed leadership (DL), often referred to as shared leadership, has been proposed as 
a potential solution to the tensions and hierarchical divisions within higher education 
institutions (Bolden et al., 2009). Scholars highlight that DL can be employed as a 
framework for institutional change, positioning it as an approach that fosters employee 
collaboration and collective problem-solving (Jones et al., 2012). It is also seen as a 
dynamic resource that enhances individual leadership capacities within groups, aligning 
them with organisational challenges (Davison et al., 2013). However, while distributed 
leadership can enhance participation and engagement, it has also been perceived as an 
approach that institutional leaders use to create an illusion of consultation, concealing 
centralised decision-making processes (Bolden et al., 2008). If leadership responsibilities 
are assigned by a select group to the broader academic community, DL can serve as a 
mechanism that reinforces existing power structures rather than dismantling them 
(Youngs, 2014). Some limitations of DL include: (1) employees remaining as subordinate 
to formal leaders (Kezar, 2012); (2) budgets constraining decision-making instead of 
genuine leadership participation (Bolden et al., 2008); (3) ultimate decision-making 
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remaining with one leader (Davis, 2014); and (4) hierarchical structures and institutional 
silos hindering collaboration, limiting effective shared leadership (Kezar, 2012).  
 
Challenges associated with DL can be addressed by: (A) facilitating spaces for 
collaborative professional communities (Davison et al., 2013); (B) establishing trust 
between project teams and educational leaders (van Ameijde et al., 2009); (C) getting 
formal commitment from educational leaders to DL practices; and (D) encouraging 
participation through networks based on expertise (Jones et al., 2012). The DL approach 
used in the project was shaped by recommendations from prior research and defined by 
three key aspects: (1) a broad team collaborating on a shared initiative by leveraging 
individual expertise, (2) adaptable leaders striving towards common objectives, and (3) a 
mix of academics and professional staff with diverse skills (Woods et al., 2004, p. 441). 
Additionally, five factors characterised the DL in the AAP’s implementation: (1) an 
environment built on trust, (2) a culture that values expertise, (3) a change and 
development process engaging multiple levels, (4) teamwork-driven efforts, and (5) a 
structured approach to conflict resolution (Woods et al., 2004, p. 448). 
 
Academic developers and distributed leadership 
 
Academic developers play a crucial role in DL within higher education by serving as 
intermediaries between institutional leaders, faculty, and broader academic communities. 
Their expertise in teaching and learning enables them to influence educational practices, 
collaborate on institutional reforms, and support faculty development (Debowski, 2014). 
Through partnerships with academic leaders, ADs help shape policy implementation and 
guide institutional strategies, making them key agents of change (Fossland & Sandvoll, 
2023).  
 
A core aspect of DL is the recognition that leadership does not reside solely with formal 
authority figures but is shared across various institutional levels. ADs contribute to this 
model by facilitating collaboration among educators and administrators, fostering 
innovation in pedagogy and curricula, and promoting cross-departmental engagement 
(Stensaker et al., 2017). Their involvement in research ensures that decision-making is 
informed by evidence-based approaches, further embedding distributed leadership 
principles into institutional frameworks (Stensaker et al., 2017). Additionally, ADs support 
educational leaders in translating political and policy expectations into institutional 
practices, helping bridge the gap between national directives and local implementation 
(Stensaker et al., 2017; Sugrue et al., 2017). They also play a key role in leading discussions 
on institutional strategy, ensuring that reforms are participatory and reflective of diverse 
academic perspectives (Sugrue et al., 2017). By leveraging their expertise and strategic 
position, ADs enhance DL by promoting inclusivity, shared responsibility, and sustainable 
educational innovation within higher education institutions. 
 
Academic developers at University of South Australia (UniSA) 
 
Academic developers in higher education play a vital role in fostering teaching excellence 
and enhancing student learning experiences. Operating within teaching and learning 
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centres, academic quality units, or faculty development offices, they collaborate with 
academic staff to design, deliver, and evaluate curriculum and pedagogy that reflect 
contemporary educational principles and institutional priorities (Healey & Healey, 2024; 
Wright, 2023). At UniSA, ADs facilitate professional development programs, lead 
workshops and offer tailored consultations that promote inclusive, evidence-based 
teaching strategies. ADs also contribute to strategic initiatives such as curriculum renewal, 
graduate capabilities, and digital transformation, often working across disciplines to 
support innovation and coherence in teaching and learning. In addition, they engage in the 
scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL), producing and disseminating research that 
informs practice and policy. Through mentoring, capacity building, and institutional 
collaboration, ADs at UniSA help create a culture of reflective teaching and continuous 
improvement, positioning themselves as key enablers of educational quality and 
transformation within the university sector. 
 
Methodology 
 
Research design 
 
This study employed an action research approach to evaluate the effectiveness of 
distributed leadership in advancing the Authentic Assessment Project (AAP). Action research, 
as defined by Ebbutt (1985), is a systematic process where participants collaboratively 
engage in practical actions and reflect on their impact to drive meaningful change in 
education. This methodology was particularly relevant for academic developers (ADs) 
leading different project streams, as it allowed them to continuously refine their strategies 
while working toward institutional transformation (Bryant, 1996). Therefore, keeping in 
line with the principles of action research, the discussion below will take the form of a 
collage rather than a linear tale (Bryant, 1996, p. 113). The discussion will also be tentative 
rather than assertive. Accordingly, keeping in line with the “eclectic choice of investigative 
techniques” (Kemmis, 1993, p. 179), the practitioners have chosen to use the interpretive, 
case study approach, with each of the streams below being its own case.  
 
Distributed leadership was central to this investigation, with ADs guiding efforts across 
various academic units while collaborating with colleagues and subject matter experts. 
ADs were not only facilitators of change but also reflective practitioners, balancing their 
interest in understanding the challenges of implementation with their commitment to 
improving institutional assessment practices (Schön, 1983). 
 
In keeping with the principles of action research, the study followed an iterative process 
encompassing planning, acting, observing, and reflecting (Kemmis, 1993). The reflection 
phase was structured around two key research questions: 
 
1. How successful were the academic developers in leading the different streams? 
2. What could be done by academic developers to enhance participant engagement? 
 
To address these questions, qualitative data collection methods focused on relational, 
interpretive, and subjective insights (Clark et al., 2020). Data was gathered through direct 
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observations, anecdotal reports, and program dashboard analytics, ensuring authentic 
reflections on implementation effectiveness. Steering group members assessed the AAP’s 
progress across academic units, while AA champions provided insights into ground-level 
engagement. ADs contributed to Academic Unit teaching and learning strategy group 
committees to ensure institutional alignment, and program dashboards tracked the review 
and integration of authentic assessments. 
 
The study applied Creswell’s (2009) qualitative data analysis framework to systematically 
organise, code, and categorise raw data into thematic insights. This structured approach 
ensured a comprehensive evaluation of distributed leadership effectiveness, identifying 
both successful elements and areas for improvement in fostering engagement. By 
emphasising collaborative leadership structures and adaptive strategies, this research 
underscores the crucial role of academic developers in guiding institutional change 
through shared responsibility and continuous reflection. 
 
Planning, acting, and observing 
 
Stream 1: Authentic assessment network 
Authentic assessment had to become part of the ongoing teaching and learning culture at 
the University for sustained practice. As a key deliverable of Stream 1 and in conjunction 
with other actions outlined below, a Community of Practice (CoP) was established. The aim 
of the CoP was to bring together staff from all disciplines with a shared purpose to learn 
from each other and help drive the successful implementation of the project. CoPs have 
become a key part of the working life of university staff over the past 20 years, to facilitate 
teaching, learning and research (McDonald & Cater-Steel, 2017), as they offer an 
environment of collaboration and social learning particularly suited to the tertiary 
education setting. As Dei & van der Walt (2020, p. 1) noted, “the university environment 
seems to be suitable for the application on CoPs because... they usually possess a modern 
information structure”, [and that] “knowledge sharing is natural for their members”. 
 
Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner (2015, p. 2) stated that a CoP has an “identity defined 
by a shared domain of interest”. Wenger-Trayners’ (2015) three essential elements of 
domain, community, and practice, provided the initial guidance for the structure and activities 
of the CoP. In this case, the shared domain of interest is authentic assessment and its broad 
implementation across the university. The community aspect emerges from the shared 
pursuit of interest in this domain as “members engage in joint activities and discussions, 
help each other, and share information. They build relationships that enable them to learn 
from each other, they care about their standing with each other” (Wenger-Trayner & 
Wenger-Trayner, 2015, p. 2). Here, the community emerged through the social and 
professional activities on offer. The practice element of the CoP occurs over time as 
members “develop a shared repertoire of resources: experiences, stories, tools, ways of 
addressing recurring problems – in short a shared practice.” (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-
Trayner, 2015, p. 2). The ambition of the AAP chairs was that the CoP would drive 
cultural change around authentic assessment, and this would manifest through widespread 
adoption and acceptance across programs at the university. Use of authentic assessment 
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would become part of the ongoing practice and ultimately the CoP would be absorbed in 
the broader social learning ecosystem. 
 
The Assessment Design Lab (domain) 
The Assessment Design Lab (ADL) exemplifies a model of distributed leadership within 
higher education, with ADs playing a central role in its creation and operation. By 
establishing the ADL as an intentional CoP, they fostered collaboration among educators 
from diverse disciplines, facilitating knowledge exchange and the development of 
authentic assessment practices (Reaburn & McDonald, 2017). The ADs assumed a 
leadership role that extended beyond administrative oversight, actively shaping the lab’s 
purpose and guiding principles. They structured the CoP to emphasise experimentation 
and innovation, ensuring that teaching staff had opportunities to refine assessment 
strategies through shared practice and interdisciplinary collaboration. This distributed 
leadership approach empowered faculty champions and practitioners, decentralising 
authority to encourage active engagement from members across the institution (Reaburn 
& McDonald, 2017). 
 
Purpose (practice) 
The ADL was established to drive meaningful change in assessment practices across the 
university. By fostering collaboration among academics and practitioners, the ADL sought 
to promote, test, and sustain the implementation of authentic assessment. Through the 
engagement of faculty champions, best practices were disseminated, ensuring assessment 
strategies were embedded at a program-wide level, ultimately creating a cohesive and 
integrated student learning experience. A fundamental ambition of the ADL was to 
counteract the isolation experienced by educators across different campuses and 
disciplines. As Reaburn and McDonald (2017, p. 6) highlighted, CoPs serve as critical 
mechanisms for reconnecting individuals within institutional structures, particularly in the 
context of modern universities where staff engagement in collective decision-making has 
diminished. The ADL addressed this challenge by fostering a collaborative working 
environment, enhancing staff morale and institutional cohesion. 
 
Guiding principles and structure (community) 
 
In terms set out by Reaburn & McDonald (2017, p. 6), the ADL would be an ‘intentional 
CoP’, as opposed to an ‘organic’ or ‘nurtured’ one, in that it was “created to satisfy a 
particular organisational need or strategy”. Here, it was in response to a strategic priority 
in the university’s strategic plan. The guiding principles were as follows: 
 
• The ADL would be governed by a steering group drawn from self-identified 

‘champions’ from the university’s academic units. This group would be chaired by an 
AD.  

• The ADL recognised that many examples of authentic assessment exist at the 
university. 

• Every member of the ADL would have a voice, would be heard, and could contribute 
to the practice of the ADL. 
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• The ADL was committed to creating an environment with a shared domain of interest 
in authentic assessment, driven by a shared desire for collaboration and collective 
action. 

• The ADL would collaborate with all units, to empower staff to undertake assessment 
transformation. 

• Although the ADL may formally end at some point, if successful, the culture around 
authentic assessment design would continue. 

 
Members were expected to share practice, peer review each other’s authentic assessments 
and participate in discussion and promotion of ADL activities. There would be 
opportunity to collaborate with others and be part of a dynamic inter-disciplinary group, 
driving change in assessment practices, and potentially undertake scholarly activities in this 
area. 
 
Stream 2: Assessment25 
Led by an AD, stream 2 comprised two key deliverables: (1) curation of an authentic 
assessment definition; and (2) empower course coordinators to use the definition to write 
authentic assessment statements as a reflection of the extent of assessment authenticity in 
their courses. Key to this was a definition informed by relevant literature. Since authentic 
assessments have played a key role in motivating curricular and instructional modifications 
in educational reforms since the 1990s (Koh, 2017), there was an abundance of literature 
defining authentic assessment. A scoping of literature on authentic assessment identified 
the following key characteristics: 1. real life; 2. problem-solve; 3. messy or ill-defined 
problems; 4. higher-order thinking; 5. professional setting; 6. application of relevant 
knowledge and skills; 7. feedback; 8. performance-based; 9. relevant, meaningful and 
unique responses (Ashford-Rowe et al., 2014; Koh, 2017; Shultz et al., 2022; Villaroel et 
al., 2018; Wiggins, 1994).  
 
The databases ERIC, Web of Science, Scopus, and A+ Education were searched to 
identify relevant published peer-reviewed studies. An initial literature review was 
conducted to develop keywords for the concept (authentic assessment) and then further 
refined using index items from the databases searched to develop the full search strategy. 
Keywords and index terms in the search strategy were then adapted to allow for syntax 
variations between databases. The search strategy was limited to studies published in 
English between 2012-2022 to keep the findings relevant and applicable to the current 
higher education context. The reference lists of all identified studies were also screened to 
ensure potentially relevant publications were not missed. 
 
University of South Australia’s authentic assessment definition 
The definition had to be common enough to be applicable across disciplines. It also had 
to encompass the university’s existing assessment policies. Hence, the definition 
comprised two layers. Layer One (Figure 1) referenced current assessment policy 
principles and recommended that all good assessments identify the attainment of course 
and program learning objectives. 
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Figure 1: Layer One of UniSA’s authentic assessment definition 
(use web or PDF reader 'zoom in' function to read) 

 
Good assessments would also be: 1. valid, reliable, and fair; 2. promote academic integrity; 
and 3. provide actionable feedback. The behaviours associated with these three 
characteristics were described to ensure that academics were consistent in their 
interpretation of all the characteristics identified in the definition and not make deductions 
based on their individual schools of thought and discipline (Shultz et al., 2022). 
Differences in understanding could result in barriers to achieving the university’s goal of 
attaining authentic status for all assessments by 2025.  
 
Layer Two (Figure 2) incorporated the newly developed characteristics of authentic 
assessment: 1. Adopt higher order thinking; 2. Apply relevant knowledge and skills; 3. 
Think from multiple perspectives; 4. Become problem solvers; and 5. Connect learning to 
real life. Like the characteristics in Layer One, behaviours in these characteristics were 
described.  
 
Authentic assessment statement 
The assessment statement is a course coordinator’s self-reflection and articulation of the 
authenticity of assessments with reference to the university’s definition. Assessment 
statements should simultaneously illustrate the purpose (what?), context (where?), format 
(how?), and target audience (who?) of each assessment within a course across a program 
(Program Director in discussion with the authors, October 2022). The purpose would 
articulate the reasons an assessment was being administered, e.g., the development of 
skills and knowledge, relationship to course aim and objectives, or its links to other 
courses within a program. Specifying the context of the assessment, (e.g., year level, 
discipline,  and  professional   body   requirements)   would   clearly   identify   the   details  



Nallaya, Kenyon, Gentili, Dinmore & Janssen 1653 

 
 

Figure 2: UniSA’s final authentic assessment definition 
(use web or PDF reader 'zoom in' function to read) 

 
associated with authenticity as authenticity is contextual. Identifying the assessment 
format and its alignment to other assessments within the program pinpoints whether 
students are given the opportunity to complete tasks that resemble those in the workplace. 
Accordingly, the more a student completes tasks they will encounter in their future 
employment, the more authentic, relevant, and meaningful they will find the assessment. 
 
To ensure that all academics had a common understanding of the working definition and 
assessment statements, ADs facilitated assessment statement writing workshops across all 
disciplines for program directors, who then upskilled their academic team. Assessment 
statement writing guides and examples were developed by the stream’s lead AD and made 
available to all course coordinators. The process of curating authentic assessment 
statements was not to impose on all course coordinators to change their assessments to 
reference all five of the characteristics identified in the definition but more so to reflect on 
their current assessments for improvement. Figure 3 illustrates an example authentic 
assessment statement for a case presentation assessment task that was curated by a course 
coordinator of a third-year Speech Pathology course. The legend below the statement 
identifies three out of the five authentic assessment characteristics in the definition. The 
coloured text references the purpose, context, format, and audience. In this example, 
only three of the authentic assessment characteristics are present, identified in the legend 
below the figure. The course coordinator will aim to improve on the assessment task in 
the coming years. 
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 Encourages students to adopt higher order thinking 

 Inspires the application of relevant knowledge and skills. 

 Connects learning to real life. 
 

Figure 3: Example authentic assessment statement 
 
Stream 3: Policy update 
To guide decisions and achieve key objectives of the project, Stream 3 focused on review 
and alignment of existing policies, procedures and statements. The steering group 
considered this as necessary to ensure authentic and contemporary forms of assessment 
become embedded in practice, university wide. As the activities in this stream were 
beyond ADs’ remit, i.e. requiring an update to policy, the university’s Business Intelligence 
Unit led this stream. However, the authors have opted to include this in the discussion to 
demonstrate additional evidence of how distributed leadership can contribute to 
institution-wide projects. The policy update also contributed significantly to the 
implementation of other streams discussed thus far. 
 
Key deliverables of this stream included a review of the following polices: (1) UniSA’s 
Assessment Policies and Procedures; (2) the Quality Assurance and Improvement process: 
Programs, courses, and teaching arrangements; and (3) the program development 
guidebook. Activities in this stream included the benchmarking of UniSA’s policies 
through the lens of authentic assessment, stakeholder consultations and recommendations 
to update, where appropriate, policies and procedures.  
 
The guidebook introduced a four-level assessment structure to enhance consistency and 
reflection in university assessment practices. 
 
1. Assessment components categorised tasks into single (e.g., essays), continuous (e.g., 

quizzes), and multiple-component assessments (e.g., group projects with individual 
reflections). 

2. Assessment domain classified assessments as written, verbal, practical, or design-based. 
3. Assessment type outlined different assessment formats, definitions, and examples. 
4. Assessment details provided specifics, including group work requirements, learning 

objectives, weighting, and duration.  

Case presentation    
This case presentation provides third year, Speech Pathology students, an 
opportunity to verbally discuss a paediatric or adult case within a clinical 
conference environment and demonstrate clinical reasoning and problem solving 
in an enquiry-based approach. Students will revisit content from prior years’ 
theoretical courses and their two placement experiences to present the client case, 
enabling students to demonstrate intermediate to entry-level skills in the CBOS 
professional and occupational competencies. Case presentations are commonly used 
in professional practice such as case conferences and team meetings. 
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Integrating these elements improved institutional processes while encouraging course 
coordinators to align assessments with university policies. The initiative also led to the 
development of a Program assessment dashboard (Figure 4), allowing stakeholders to analyse 
assessment distribution across programs. This tool helped academic developers engage 
course coordinators in discussions on authentic assessment, workload, and curriculum 
scaffolding. 
 

 
 

Figure 4: Program assessment dashboard 
(use web or PDF reader 'zoom in' function to read) 

 
Reflections 
 
The discussion in this section is guided by the two reflective questions identified earlier in 
this paper. 
 
1. How successful were academic developers in leading the different streams? 
 
Assessment Design Lab 
The leadership of academic developers played a crucial role in the distributed leadership 
model guiding the implementation of authentic assessment (AA). The community of 
practice (CoP), with the support of academic developers, led key initiatives to advance 
AA, including three virtual presentations in 2022 that engaged over 400 participants 
worldwide. These events featured distinguished scholars and contributed to the broader 
discourse on AA. Additionally, a member of the CoP facilitated an AA workshop at the 
university’s annual Teaching & Learning Symposium, attended by approximately 20 
participants. In 2023, the same workshop ran three times, reaching 15 participants, likely 
due to increased familiarity with AA and concurrent program-based workshops. Across 
both years, nearly 30 presentations at the symposiums focused on AA, reinforcing its 
integration into institutional practices. 
 
Academic developers were instrumental in fostering leadership within the CoP, with eight 
highly active members recognised as AA Champions by the steering group co-chairs. 
These champions, already implementing AA in their teaching, were respected leaders in 
assessment design, having earned teaching excellence awards and served as mentors within 
their academic units. Supported and guided by academic developers, they provided direct 
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support to colleagues and spearheaded unit-based AA initiatives, including drafting 
authentic assessment statements and developing instructional resources. The lead 
academic developer further strengthened this leadership network by establishing an AA 
Champion Steering Group, creating a structured space for champions to address 
challenges and collaboratively drive the project forward.  
 
Assessment25 
Academic developers played a pivotal leadership role in advancing authentic assessment 
within the distributed leadership model. They led AA definition and assessment statement 
workshops for ADs and Program Directors (PDs) across the university, equipping them 
with the skills necessary to guide their program teams effectively. In 2022, over 50 PDs 
participated in these capacity-building sessions. 
 
With continued support from AA Champions and ADs, PDs took the initiative in 2023 to 
organise assessment statement writing workshops within their program teams, engaging 
over 250 course coordinators in the process. These workshops have become ongoing 
practice, aligning with the university’s strategic priorities and reinforcing the sustained 
leadership of ADs in shaping assessment practices.  
 
Policy update 
Academic developers played a critical leadership role in overseeing the review and 
implementation of authentic assessment (AA) statements within the distributed leadership 
model. Between 2022 and 2023, approximately 54% of courses underwent review, 
ensuring alignment with AA principles. At the time of writing, 6,349 AA statements had 
been entered into the university’s system; however, this number did not fully reflect the 
total volume, as many statements were still undergoing review by educational leaders 
tasked with verifying their adherence to the AA definition. Professional staff were 
responsible for entering these statements into the system, further demonstrating the multi-
level engagement facilitated by ADs. 
 
Guided by ADs, this structured review process ensured the integrity of AA 
implementation, with anecdotal insights from the co-chairs suggesting a more accurate 
count of assessment statements currently falls between 75-85%. Through their leadership, 
ADs played a central role in coordinating efforts, maintaining quality assurance, and 
supporting the strategic advancement of AA across the institution.  
 
2. What could have been done better by the ADs to solicit more engagement 
from participants?  
 
Strengthening communication strategies in the project 
A key area requiring deeper reflection is the effectiveness of communication strategies 
employed by ADs to engage stakeholders in the project. Although communication 
occurred regularly, gaps in clarity and dissemination hindered widespread engagement. 
Despite AD representation in Academic Unit teaching and learning strategy group 
meetings and active involvement from AA champions in their respective units, 
miscommunication persisted at various levels. Champions noted that while they diligently 
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guided colleagues, the messaging received at ground level often conflicted with directives 
from other stakeholders. This disconnect suggests that information flow was inconsistent 
and reflects critiques of distributed leadership. 
 
A more proactive and structured communication framework may have strengthened 
engagement. ADs might have implemented targeted outreach efforts beyond formal 
meetings, ensuring information was conveyed directly to all stakeholders rather than 
assuming leadership teams would handle dissemination effectively. Clearer alignment 
between project messaging and grassroots implementation was necessary to mitigate 
discrepancies in interpretation. Moreover, the absence of a robust mechanism for 
assessing communication effectiveness limited the ability to refine strategies in real time. 
Embedding a structured feedback loop, such as regular pulse surveys, focus groups, or 
engagement analytics, could have enabled ADs to identify gaps early and adjust their 
approach accordingly. The scale and complexity of the project demanded a more dynamic 
strategy that prioritised transparency, accessibility, and responsiveness to stakeholder 
concerns.  
 
Ultimately, while efforts were made to maintain communication, a more deliberate, 
adaptive, and stakeholder-driven approach would have enhanced engagement and 
minimised the disconnect experienced across different levels of the university. Prioritising 
direct communication with all participants and implementing an iterative feedback system 
is essential for ensuring alignment and clarity in similar large-scale initiatives.  
 
Strengthening engagement through leadership in ‘business as usual’ 
A key consideration for academic developers (ADs) in fostering sustained engagement is 
their role in transitioning authentic assessment (AA) from an initiative into an ingrained 
institutional practice. While it is reasonable to expect that stakeholders within academic 
units will eventually self-regulate and embed AA into their day-to-day curriculum design, 
the early phases of implementation demand a more strategic and intentional approach 
from ADs. 
 
ADs could have played a more active role in fostering collaboration; activities such as 
structured mentoring programs, peer observation sessions, or team-based curriculum 
workshops might have accelerated the adoption of AA by creating tangible opportunities 
for faculty engagement beyond passive communication. Regular feedback mechanisms, 
such as unit-wide forums or anonymous surveys, could have provided valuable insights 
into faculty concerns, allowing ADs to refine their approach and better support academic 
staff. Another overlooked aspect was the need for continuous reinforcement strategies. 
Simply introducing AA and expecting widespread self-regulation assumes that all faculty 
members are equally invested in its implementation. ADs could have leveraged incentive-
based engagement such as recognition programs for AA champions or professional 
development credits to sustain motivation and accountability across different academic 
units.  
 
Although AA adoption was anticipated to become "business as usual", the responsibility 
for ensuring a smooth transition rested largely on how effectively ADs facilitated 
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engagement in its formative stages. By taking a more proactive, locally embedded, and 
responsive approach, ADs could have minimised resistance and accelerated the 
institutionalisation of AA across the university. Future large-scale projects should 
prioritise structured leadership development, sustained peer-driven initiatives, and 
adaptive engagement strategies to ensure that adoption extends beyond initial momentum 
and becomes an integral part of academic practice.  
 
Strengthening engagement in distributed leadership 
While distributed leadership was central to the implementation of the AAP, a more 
deliberate and hands-on approach from ADs could have enhanced engagement and 
minimised misinterpretations. Delegating responsibilities to AA Champions, Program 
Directors (PDs), and other subject matter experts was essential for broad participation, 
but key elements of the project were lost in translation, leading to discrepancies in 
understanding and execution. One major oversight was the inconsistency in how course 
coordinators curated assessment statements. While their involvement was intended to 
foster ownership of AA practices, some statements failed to capture the intended 
authenticity of assessment tasks, instead resembling generic descriptions. This suggests 
that clearer guidance and ongoing support from ADs were needed. Rather than assuming 
stakeholders would interpret instructions correctly, ADs could have facilitated more 
interactive training sessions or created detailed exemplars to clarify expectations. 
 
Relying on distributed leadership alone may have led to uneven implementation across 
academic units. A more structured approach, such as regular progress check-ins, peer 
review mechanisms, or targeted mentoring, could have provided critical oversight, 
prevented misalignment and reinforced best practices. Instead of prioritising broad 
adoption over precision in the early stages, ADs could have balanced both by embedding 
quality assurance measures alongside engagement strategies. Additionally, an iterative 
feedback system should have been integrated from the outset to capture emerging 
challenges and adjust leadership approaches dynamically. Distributed leadership thrives on 
collective expertise, but without built-in reflection and refinement, misunderstandings can 
persist unchecked. ADs could have established a feedback loop where stakeholders openly 
discussed challenges, shared successful strategies, and collaboratively refined the 
implementation of AA practices. 
 
Whilst distributed leadership enabled wide participation, its effectiveness depended on 
how well ADs supported, monitored, and adapted leadership structures. Strengthening 
engagement required a combination of strategic oversight, ongoing clarification, and 
interactive learning opportunities. Future initiatives should strike a balance between 
decentralisation and guided intervention to ensure alignment, consistency, and meaningful 
adoption of key practices. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Traditional standardised assessments in higher education are increasingly misaligned with 
the evolving competencies required for graduates to navigate a globalised workforce. 
Regulatory mandates, employability pressures, and labour market dynamics further 
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complicate curriculum design, necessitating a shift toward alternative assessment 
strategies. This paper critically examines how one university leveraged distributed 
leadership through the strategic involvement of Ads to advance authentic assessment 
(AA) as an institutional priority. 
 
While the initiative successfully expanded through a community of practice (CoP), 
fostering collaboration and capacity-building among academics and AA champions, the 
effectiveness of distributed leadership was not without challenges. The lived experiences 
of ADs indicated that while distributed leadership facilitated the creation of over 6,000 
AA statements and multiple scholarly presentations, the project also exposed significant 
limitations in communication strategies and institutional adoption.  
 
A key issue was the dissemination of critical information across such a complex 
organisation. Misalignment between project messaging and local implementation led to 
inconsistencies in AA statement development, with some failing to reflect the intended 
assessment principles. The reliance on leadership teams to cascade information proved 
insufficient, highlighting the need for a more structured communication framework with 
direct, interactive engagement at multiple levels.  
 
Furthermore, the transition of AA from an innovation into "business as usual" was not as 
seamless as expected. While distributed leadership was intended to empower local 
stakeholders, the lack of sustained oversight and reinforcement strategies contributed to 
uneven adoption across academic units. A more proactive approach from ADs, such as 
embedding iterative review processes and incentivising engagement, could have mitigated 
these gaps and strengthened institutional buy-in.  
 
Our article presents a model of distributed leadership that can inform similar initiatives in 
other educational contexts and underscores critical areas for improvement. Future 
projects must integrate robust communication channels, structured leadership 
development, and adaptive strategies to ensure that transformative assessment practices 
are not only adopted but effectively sustained within institutional cultures. The lessons 
drawn from this implementation reinforce the necessity of critically evaluating leadership 
approaches to drive meaningful, long-term change in higher education assessment 
practices. 
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