The Internet has facilitated new kinds of collaboration and coordination. It has created opportunities for information to be easily aggregated, thus making it possible for many distributed agents to work synchronously on problems. Wikipedia has been a huge success largely because of the way it facilitates this type of collaboration. Similarly the Internet gives teachers an opportunity to share, and work together to produce educational materials. There are multiple different ways in which educational materials are peer produced. We have interviewed teachers at Amistad, a New Haven charter school, to determine the benefits and shortcomings of various approaches.
1. Materials can be shared within a school, or within a network of schools. Amistad is part of the Achievement First network of charter schools. As part of the job of teachers in this network upload their lesson plans and course materials to a shared website (betterlesson.org) which only teachers within the network have access to.

Pros:

- The materials produced are generally very applicable to the specific context of the particular local school.

- In our interviews, one common theme was that teachers were more likely to share materials if they knew that someone was going to look at them in the future. In this system teachers are usually sharing their materials with colleagues they have met in person, and are thus more willing to share materials.
Cons:

- The materials produced are not available to all teachers. You have to be part of the network in order to have access to the materials. Furthermore, this system serves to perpetuate the achievement gap. Schools that do not have access to excellent materials, or teachers to produce them, will continue to be excluded from the networks that have this access.
2. Teachers have been using the Internet to distribute their lesson plans and related educational materials. Recently websites have been created to let teachers sell these materials.
Pros:

- Teachers have a monetary incentive (in addition to a professional and ethical incentive) to create and share high quality content

- Access to a large, diverse set of material is available wherever the Internet is available 

- Redundant effort (“reinventing the wheel”) is reduced to the extent that high-quality content can become standard across a large number of schools and need not be duplicated at each

- New social networking tools can be utilized to share, rate, and recommend content. This has the potential to lead to higher quality, peer-reviewed material
Cons:

- Putting a price on content creates a barrier of access, potentially limiting the amount the content is shared

- Issue of ownership of content developed by public school teachers. Should taxpayer-funded content belong to the taxpayer? Is it sellable?

- Fair use of copyrighted material, greatly protected by educational use, runs into problems with the fourth factor, potential market

- Systems in place currently may lack proper metadata tags and technology, leading to imprecise and ineffective searches 

- Availability of activities or material may compromise understanding on the part of both the teachers and the students; this could lead to the problem of “doing for the sake of doing”
3. Materials are also available on the Internet at large. Teachers find these materials by looking through Google, or going to popular aggregation sites.

Pros:

-Teachers have access to the greatest amount of content, and the greatest possible distribution of the content they generate.

-In addition to the amount of content available, teachers can access content from different parts of the country (where subjects are taught differently) just as easily as content from local schools.

-Redundant effort is reduced to the extent that high-quality content can become standard across a large number of schools and need not be duplicated at each.

-Teachers’ incentive to generate content is increased to the extent they are motivated by being able to share what they generate with teachers nationwide.
Cons:

-Teacher’s incentive to generate content is decreased insofar as it reduces the sharing they do directly with local colleagues, for which they have a social motivation.

-Content is subjected to the greatest possible problems with copyright, as anything shared must be placed publicly on the Internet.

-It can be difficult for teachers to search for the precise content they seek.

-Teachers must wade through much low-quality content before they find what they’re looking for.

-Once found, content lacks context; for example, a class handout may not explain how the generator actually taught the material.

-Once found, content may have to be reshaped to the specific classroom structure of the teacher who found it—for example, the lesson may need to have different or more specific aims or objectives.
-Students may more easily find the answers to tests online, if teachers are using the Internet as a test-building resource.

-The best teachers have incentive to switch from freely distributing their content to selling it to schools that can pay.

Resources:

“Selling Lesson Plans Online Raises Cash and Questions” The New York Times
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/15/education/15plans.html?_r=1&scp=1&sq=lesson%20plans%20online&st=cse
http://www.teacherspayteachers.com/

http://betterlesson.org/

