Co-designing Open Access Assessment within a Virtual Transnational Multidisciplinary Collaboration
Abstract
This paper analyses an instructor’s process of auto-ethnographic data collection as they make their way on a reflective journey within an open pedagogy faculty fellowship. As part of this professional development process, the instructor was matched with a colleague in a different discipline on a campus overseas. The faculty pair worked virtually in a multidisciplinary dialogue to create an open assessment, aligned with a specific United Nations Sustainable Development Goal, that might function in both courses, using the same directives and grading rubric. The inductive coding of this data and subsequent thematic analysis revealed four main themes: design as lack of comfort, digital professional collaborative, tapping into participatory motivation with learners, and assessing for community. The paper includes a reflection on implications for the field and suggests that assessment design may need to be reframed as a disruptive and unfamiliar process, rather than a repetition of internalized habits, if it is to remain authentic, effective, and transformative. 
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Introduction and Context
In the current landscape where the emergence of generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) is placing pressure on higher education instructors to reflect on what constitutes authentic and effective assessment and to transform their practice (Corbin et al., 2025), there is growing interest in adopting evaluation tasks that lead students to produce sustainable artifacts, rather than ‘throw away’ assignments (Stancil, 2025). It is in this context that this paper situates itself: I took part in an international fellowship initiative that allowed me to work collaboratively across disciplines with a colleague in another country, to create an open access assessment that aligned with a United Nations Sustainable Development Goal (UNSDG). This paper offers an auto-ethnographic analysis of the impact of this collaboration on my practice and assessment processes. 
A Landscape of Urgent Reform in Assessment
Assessment practices in higher education are under increasing pressure for reform. GenAI has rapidly disrupted this landscape, but concerns were steadily increasing before this as to what the future of assessment might look like (Spanache, 2025). There has been ongoing concern, over the past decades, in relation to a number of phenomena that plague higher education assessment practices, despite the richness of scholarship on effective evaluation, such as: lack of alignment (Ait-Hroch et al., 2025; Gashoot et al., 2026), absence of clear explicit outcomes to evaluate (Cedefop, 2026; Fawns et al, 2026), focus on memorization and regurgitation of information (French et al., 2024; Gultom, 2026; Oliveira, 2025), rigidity and lack of opportunities for personalization (Quinlan et al., 2025), accessibility issues (Nieminen et al., 2024; Esparza et al., 2026), and lack of experiential pertinence beyond the classroom space (Salinas-Navarro & Palma-Mendoza, 2026; Vlachopoulos & Makri, 2024). The COVID crisis further accelerated this malaise (Sosa-Díaz et al., 2025). The fellowship in which I took part in 2025 addresses this urgent quest for alternate approaches to assessment and evaluation - innovative practices that are sustainable, open access, and interdisciplinary. 
UN SDG Open Pedagogy Faculty Fellowship
The initiative in question is the UNSDG Open Pedagogy Faculty Fellowship. It is offered across several campus in Noth America (UNSDG OPFF, 2025). It was launched in 2018 and now involves 13 institutions. The fellowship seeks to create pairs of collaborative faculty members who work in a transnational and interdisciplinary manner, to create an assessment that is open access, aligns with at least one United Nation Sustainable Development Goal (UNSDG), and functions equally effectively within both course settings (Douglas College Library, 2026). This collaboration takes place virtually over one summer before the assignment is rolled out. 
Deliverable and Outcome of the Project
The aim of this article is not to expand on the end product itself and the characteristics of the co-designed assignment, but to provide a minimum of context for the discussion on the process. A rapid overview follows. The collaborative instructor pair dialogue led to the development of a three-part scaled assignment. The core learning outcomes that were identified as common denominators between both courses were as follows:
· Develop an awareness of diversity in community.
· Develop tools to address diversity in community within the processes that are common in the learners` professional context.
· Reflect on interdisciplinary key skills to address diversity in the community that any professional might require. 
· Contribute to educational practice by developing actionable recommendations for community in how best address diversity in community as a professional, irrespective of discipline. 

The deliverables were:

· The production of a Photovoice project reflecting experiences with diversity in the community (individual).
· Reflection on the class Photovoice projects leading to the identification and extraction of key issues related to the process of addressing inclusion in community, with a parallel review of pertinent scholarly resources (team). 
· Production of an OER supporting the development by professionals of any discipline of key skills to address diversity in the community they engage with (individual). 
Positionality
I have been an instructor for 10 years. My research focus is inclusion. I teach a range of graduate courses within an MEd program. My interest in the fellowship came out of a personal reflection that sought to transform my assessment practices. I use Universal Design for Learning and Critical Pedagogy to design assessment tasks that are accessible, inclusive and connect with the lived experiences of learners. This was an opportunity to extend this reflection beyond my zone of comfort and to focus on further transformative parameters for assessment redesign. 
Overview of the literature 
A rapid overview of key themes present in the literature is necessary as part of the overview of the initiative. 
Open Access Assessment
Open Educational Resources (OERs) have emerged as a steadily promising avenue for the development of accessible, equitable, and engaging teaching and learning practices over the last 30 years (Lapum et al., 2022; Moon & Park, 2021; Werth & Williams, 2022). More recently they have further gained in popularity in higher education in a context of rapid technological development, reduced costs, and increased thirst for sustainable and globally accessible resources (Ahmadfard, 2026; Orzech et l., 2025). Thus far, the interest has mostly focused on OERs as teaching resources, with growing appetite for the notion of Zero Textbook Cost (ZTC) approaches to course delivery (BC Campus, 2025). The initiative described here, however, goes beyond this initial understanding of OERs and focuses on the creation of OERs as a format of assessment. Within this vision of assessment, the task gains pertinence and usefulness because it is available to the public and addresses a need in community (Hu et al., 2025). This is, however, not the only facet of teaching and learning that the Fellowship tackles; it also seeks to ground this redesign work within a multidisciplinary mindset. 
Multidisciplinarity in Design
Multidisciplinarity is gaining in momentum within the academy and highlights the notion that teaching and academic research are too siloed and artificially partitioned (Li et al., 2025; Wang, 2024); it argues that more complex insights into phenomena can be gained when scholars leave the boundaries of their specialty and merge their lenses and tools (Arnold et al., 2021; Mishra, 2024). It often, however, remains an objective, rather than an achieved practice, as such endeavours encounter significant challenges (Allen, 2025). While multidisciplinary collaboration is gaining traction in research project and funding applications, it remains rare and daunting in the field of teaching collaboration (Jyoti, 2026; Singh, 2023) – which is what was attempted in this initiative – or the area of co-teaching (Ripley et al., 2026; Rooks et al., 2022). The work in this initiative was authentically multidisciplinary in the sense that the faculty members were matched by the fellowship itself, had no prior acquaintance, lived in different county, and taught in entirely different sectors (Undergraduate and graduate programs) and disciplines (Education and Marketing). While it can be daunting to create assessment tasks that work across disciplines, the common denominator which served as an engine in this initiative was the broader alignment of the assignment outcomes with the UN Sustainable Development Goals (UNSDGs). 
UNSDGs as a Lens on Assessment
UNSDGs are increasingly considered in the creation of course content, within the post-secondary sector, in relation to both the development of global citizenship (Shabalala, 2025) and the development of awareness of sustainable development (Gharzeddine & Davies, 2025). The Fellowship initiative, however, examines more specifically the possible alignment of assessment practices themselves with the UNSDGs, and this is innovating (Antón-Solanas et al, 2025). The Fellowship allows participants to align their assessment co-design within any one of the UNSDGs. In this instance, UNSDG4 - Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all - was the overarching goal selected (UNDESA, 2026). UNSDG4, in this instance, was selected because of the focus on inclusion and equity; very quickly indeed, in initial brainstorming sessions, it became apparent that dealing with diversity in the community and developing inclusive tools in this approach to community was a key skill both courses sought to develop – one in terms of teaching and educator training, the other in terms of data collection for marketing purposes. All students therefore would eventually professionally play a role in supporting others gain skills in dealing with community in inclusive and equitable ways. There is a growing body of scholarship emerging in relation to each of the UNSDG and there was therefore some modelling and inspiration available as to the sort of teaching and learning transformation each UNSDG might trigger (Dube, 2026; Gharzeddine & Davies, 2025), this body of research helped ground the reflection on assessment in practical examples and existing models (Chugh & Keoy Alan, 2025). Once the overarching goal of the collaboration was identified, there remained the task of communicating and co-creating effectively online to create the body of the assignment and the grading rubric. 
Online Instructor Collaboration 
Online faculty collaboration in relation to teaching and learning gives rise to specific challenges (Bowles, 2022; Pujolà, 2022). It mostly appears in the literature in relation to co-creation for online teaching (Kim & Pratt), or to the co-design of online courses (Papageorgiou et al., 2026). In this case, however, the central issue was slightly different as the online dialogue related to the distinct face-to-face practice of both instructors, rather than to a common focus on an online course, and this gives rise to different hurdles (Billingsley and Peiser, 2025; Syaripudin, 2026). This was not a digital dialogue focused on the creation of a common online course or component, but the virtual conversation of two faculty members, each developing a face-to-face course in a distinct discipline and seeking to find a common denominator in the assessment design. While there was a joint commitment to the Fellowship, and a desire to make the collaboration work, there was also a sense of remoteness and a lack of shared reality – in light of the geographical disparity (Ghamrawi, 2022), the distinct socio-historical context (Rienties et al., 2023), and the disciplinary divide (Gutierrez Gonzalez et al., 2024). 
Theoretical Stance
Three theoretical lenses converged to support this reflection and paradigms related to sustainability, critical pedagogy, and inclusive design all came into action to shape an understanding of context. 
Sustainable Development
Sustainability is central to this project and offers an effective theoretical paradigm for the reflection contained in this paper (Purvis et al., 2019). Sustainability has been developed as a paradigm, beyond operations management or energy, and is now frequently used to consider social justice, accessibility, equity, and governance in society generally and higher education more specifically (Törnblom et al., 2025). Sustainability as a paradigm is not easy to define within the context of social justice and equity and many argue that it is a set of goals and values, rather than a reductionist gauge (De Fine Lichta & Follandb, 2019). Interestingly, the notion of sustainable teaching practices and assessment practices are also emerging (Olugbenga Daramola, 2024). Sustainable Development was not, however, the only theoretical lens used in this study, and social sustainability almost inherently connects to a broader conceptualization of social justice in education, one offered by critical pedagogy. 
Critical Pedagogy
The initiative described here was transformative for me in the sense that it made me step out of my zone of comfort in relation to most dimensions of assessment design, but it more importantly created an opportunity for authentic dialogical engagement with learners, in ways I had not to date achieved in other courses. This initiative aligned itself with many of the characteristics of critical pedagogy as students themselves were encouraged to challenge all of their assumptions about assessment, in a process that became emancipatory and enabled them to connect the course to their lived experience (Aman et al., 2025). Critical pedagogy as a paradigm seeks to challenge existing power dynamics in the classroom and to question hegemonic processes and discourses, while empowering learners to disrupt existing practices which might be oppressive and marginalizing (Clark, 2018; Shih, 2026). Assessment in higher education is an area where these inequitable power dynamics are immediately tangible and rarely challenged (Alordiah & Arisi, 2025; Serrano et al., 2028). Critical pedagogy therefore offers a highly pertinent theoretical framework within which to analyse the process of the Fellowship. Beyond this, the social model of disability also needs to be considered, as it guides the rest of my practice as an inclusion specialist and therefore at the start frames much of my assessment design. 
Inclusive Design
The paradigm within which I conceive and develop most of my work is that of inclusive design, and therefore more broadly the Social Model of Disability (Carmel et al., 2025). The Social Model positions disability as a social construct, and more specifically as the result of the friction which exists between individual embodiments and the way spaces, experiences, products, and services are designed (Barnes & Mercer, 2004). The Social Model informs many of my decisions with respect to assessment; it serves as a theoretical grounding for Universal Design for Learning, a framework which shapes my practice as well as my ongoing willingness to redesign and constantly finetune accessibility features in my teaching (Fovet, 2014). The social model of disability also came into play in the design collaborative described in this chapter, as it formed a large part of the contributions I offered to our collective brainstorming on the collaborative assessment design. 
Methodological Process
Auto-ethnography in Educational Research
The methodological process described here is one of auto-ethnography (du Toit, 2025). Auto-ethnography as a methodology focuses on the analysis of the researcher’s own experiences with a phenomenon; the investigator hence becomes both subject and researcher (Tian et al., 2025). Auto-ethnography is frequently used in the field of contemporary educational research, both in the K-12 and post-secondary sectors (Elbra-Ramsay, 2026; Yoshida et al., 2026). I analyse here the reflection I completed throughout the process of designing collaboratively online; this has been relatively seamless as the Fellowship required extensive journalling and the archiving of all collaborative working documents (summaries of online meetings and brainstorming sessions, briefs sent back on a monthly basis to the Fellowship facilitators, archives in shared online documents of the design process and its scaffolded stages, email communication, and final report to the Fellowship, as well as the text of the final assignment itself and of the grading rubric). I also included in the analysis extracts of my teaching journal, which is composed regularly for the purpose of performance review. The analysis of a reflective and recorded Fellowship journey on teaching and learning is well suited to auto-ethnographic analysis. 
Thematic Analysis 
The thematic analysis built on the inductive coding (Mathis et al., 2024) of the journals and documented and archived reflection (Naeem et al., 2023). Conceptual assertions were extracted from the various coding categories and are listed below.
Assertions and Findings
Design as Lack of Comfort
This study disrupts accepted formulations and conceptualizations of assessment design as a reflective process that is centred on the instructor – their knowledge, know-how, and pedagogical beliefs. Instead, this became a process of discomfort, a journey of stepping out of habits, known parameters, and disciplinary conventions. The study suggests that deconstructing mechanisms of design that have been internalized and accepted can be transformative and empowering. This is all the more powerful that it situates itself within the practice of a UDL practitioner who is used to following re-iterative processes of redesign; the notion of disrupting patterns and challenging assessment format was therefore not new, but the transdisciplinary collaboration went much further than that. The UDL redesign process for me has become second nature, comfortable, and intuitive. The transdisciplinary online co-creation was disruptive, counter-intuitive, onerous, and lengthy. Yet, the analysis of the archived design journey clearly suggests that each painful impasse was followed by the emergence of brainstorming collaborative decisions, creating a pattern of fairly unsettling stop-and-start. While professional development for faculty tends to conceptualize and frame assessment design as a process which is easy, plannable, repeatable, and user-friendly, the authentically innovative ideas in this collaboration came about amidst frustration, deadlocks, and impasses. 
Digital Professional Collaborative
While collaborative design is discussed in the literature, when it takes place in the field, it is usually within one specific institution - and more often than not in the same department-, frequently within communities of practice or research teams (Penuel et al., 2007). Similarly, when co-creation is analyzed in detail in studies, it usually centres on an instructor-instructional design relationship (Gottler, 2023). This project diverges from this pattern as it examines an online, transnational, and multidisciplinary dialogue of assessment co-creation. The notion that the most fruitful online design collaborations might be those that are the most alien and the most remote is an interesting paradox emerging from the analysis. As faculty, employees, and social beings, it is natural that one might seek out relationships of comfort and collaborations that are proximal and easy to manage. The project instead showed the pertinence of collaborative relationships that are productive because they are unusual, uncomfortable, and disruptive. It became essential that this dialogue be online because it allowed the match that was the most unlikely, one impossible to establish in a congenial and habitual face to face manner. The online nature of the collaboration was here key to the creation of a pairing which was incongruous, not intuitive. 
Tapping into Participatory Motivation with Learners
The project was transformative in reshaping the student-instructor relationship. It disrupted my own certainties about the assessment process in the course in questions and, as a result, laid the ground for an exceptional degree of engagement from learners – much of this emerging from my analysis of my teaching journal for the semester during which the assessment was implemented. The students became interested in the Fellowship, responded enthusiastically to the notion of creating OERs, and became empowered by the dialogical process. The co-design journey, in its transparency, created authenticity and vulnerability in the student-instructor relationship and entirely transformed the power dynamics and the nature of the dialogue. The disruption, vulnerability, and self-questioning described above - far from weakening the instructor status, my leadership, or ability to model skills or engage students in tasks – served as a cathartic element to cement collaboration and heightened student agency. This created a genuineness in dialogue and an increased learner involvement that reminded me of the enthusiasm and fresh curiosity often described in literature on the use of curriculum co-creation in higher education (Bao et al., 202Vardakosta et al., 2023). This project was not co-creation, but it created conditions for a collective, transparent, and transformative excitement about experimentation with assessment which was in itself impactful in radically disrupting student expectations. 
Assessing for Community
Adopting OERs as assignment format has fundamentally changed the function, flavour, and structure of the assessment process. Tasks have become focused on community and usefulness to the public, and this has had an amplifying impact on the learning outcomes themselves; completion of outcomes is no longer defined simply in relation to the hermetic parameters of the course but has gained inherent purpose and meaning. The grading rubric which emerged from the collaboration has radically gained in pertinence, as it situates the demonstration of skills in a broader community context. That reflection is sustainable in nature as it has modelled for me a process which has now widened to the redesign of rubrics in other courses I regularly teach. In this sense, the collaboration has therefore had a significant impact on me as instructor and has radically revitalized my approach to evaluation. The focus on the production of OERs for community has also increased learners’ investments in the process, as described previously, and given the outcomes relevance in context. The project has also achieved a degree of sustainability in relation to needs of the community itself, not just because the assignment is available in open format to the public but also because it has made the learners more aware of their community, its needs, and its proximity. My class is made up almost entirely of international graduate students and therefore this was a very important gain: students looked outwards to the landscape they now live in and found greater meaning in the contribution they could make to this environment. 
Implications and Outcomes
In an age where technology is often giving instructors tunnel vision in the realm of learner evaluation – and makes them overly focused on the disruptive impact of generative artificial intelligence (Cooper et al., 2026; Kic-Drgas et al., 2026) – and where neoliberal values promote almost mechanical approaches to assessment as quantitative benchmarking (Zhang, 2024), it has been transformative for me to engage in a process that has been disruptive, uncomfortable, painful even, but also dialogical, creative, and sustainable. This raw, transparent, and authentic battle with the process of collaborative assignment creation outside of my design habits and conventional parameters for inclusive assessment has created a vulnerability in my approach to assessment in this course which has laid the grounds for a sort of happening – and in this sense the challenge was perhaps key as a trigger for renegotiation of all assumptions. 
That experience operated a refreshing shift in the confidence with which I normally approach and lead inclusive tweaks to my assessment practices. It wiped the slate clean and placed me back in the position of learner, rather than expert. This moment of self-questioning and authenticity has also laid the ground for a beneficial shift in the instructor-student relationship. Learners, indeed, were not mere passengers in this journey; the shared vulnerability led them to also engage in a questioning of their own on their relationship to the process of assessment and its goals. It triggered a rapid interest in the concept of the OER and the notion of being a producer of content for community, rather than a consumer. 
There are clearly limitations to the process of redesign which has been described here, and concerns remain in relation to the sustainability of this reflection across an instructors’ teaching portfolio. The challenge mapped out in this project was cathartic. There are, however, questions as to the space and scope such a rethink can take within one`s career and professional lived experience. Instructors are subject to a considerable amount of pressures in terms of workload, competing demands, responsibilities as employees, etc. (Diedericks et al., 2019; McClure, 2026). Stepping out of one’s zone of comfort can quickly become unmanageable on the broader scale of the sheer volume of assessment management one is generally responsible for. 
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