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Reid Sczerba, Multimedia Developer, CTEI, JHU

What it is

Piazza is an online question and
answer style discussion board that
offers useful features for facilitating
communication among students,
teaching assistants, and instructors.
It provides a means to gauge student
understanding of course concepts
and allows instructors to engage with the stu-
dents in an intuitive way in real time.

Who produced it

Piazza grew around the idea of students shar-
ing knowledge. The developer, Pooja Sankar,
felt there could be a better way for students
to share their knowledge with each other
in an effort to understand complex course
topics. As one of three female students in a
majority male undergraduate computer sci-
ence class, she found it difficult to reach out
for help, and suspected this was a common
problem. Piazza was created as way for all
students to be able to crowd source their
peers for assistance.

Why it was made

The power of anonymity in this application
becomes a motivator for students who
might otherwise be reluctant seek help.
Instructor involvement is also an important
aspect of this application. Since all of the
questions and posts occur in one place, the
instructor can review Piazza activity and
provide support when needed.
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How it can be used

Students start by posting questions about
course topics. These could be questions
about an assignment or a subject presented
in lecture. If other students have answers to
those question, they can provide preliminary
responses. Just as with a wiki page, all of the
students have the ability to edit answers to
improve their clarity.

Students can continue the conversation by
posting follow-up discussion threads to
questions in real-time, giving others the
immediate sense that they are not be strug-
gling alone. Students who are having trouble
with the same topic can “pin” a question to
bring attention to it. At any point, the in-
structor can endorse a student’s answer or an-
swer a question directly if other students are
having trouble providing correct informa-
tion. Instructors can also gauge student par-
ticipation by using the site’s statistics. These
analytics provide insights on how well the
students are understanding course concepts.
Piazza provides a formative assessment that
allows instructors to adjust their teaching to
clarify misunderstandings or confusion.

Piazza has a number of features that distin-
guish it from a standard discussion board
tool. There is a clear scheme for organiz-
ing student posts and instructor feedback so
that students can easily locate relevant mate-
rial. This can reduce the number of duplicate
emails sent to the instructor by students ask-
ing the same or similar questions.

While anonymity may be useful for some
classes, instructors can allow students to
submit anonymously or not. If the instructor
chooses the latter option, students can still
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post questions privately, which will only
be seen by the instructor. If students don’t
post anonymously, it is possible for an in-
structor to award extra credit to students
who post particularly good questions or
who provide answers of benefit to the
whole class.

Another useful feature is the variety of
formats for posting questions, such as
code blocks and equations (using LaTeX).
This allows questions to be detailed and
specific. This is one of the reasons why
Piazza has become a favorite application
in programming and math courses.

Piazza has features similar to a learning
management system such as Blackboard,
in that instructors can post documents,
images, videos, syllabi, office hours, and
contact information. Piazza can be linked
to a learning management system as an
external tool so that instructors do not
have to duplicate files in two environments
and can use its rich features for discussion.

Who'’s using it

JHU faculty in computer science and
applied mathematics and statistics have
used Piazza over the past few years.

Where it is going

Piazza no longer offers free access to the
application. As more and more users sign
up for accounts, they established a paid
model to maintain service for their users.
Please review their pricing page for more
information.

plazza MATH1B~ Q&A  Sign upin 2 mins. It's free! . Demo User
(= w2 w3 hwa nws w7 nwa exam logistics otner
« O Question Histary:
| New Post [‘\ cho pos ] i
Want to go back to the demo homescreen? Click here
+ PINNED ot
How is this series divergent? 5i8/12 B question
§5 \sumA{infty)_{n=0} 18{n"2 - \sqrt n} 5§ | rewrote [s]
$5 11{0"/2) 55 which stl appsars to o
converge to 1. | why we always break the bound to 0 -1, 1-infinity?
8(b) on practice final 8112 Professor mentioned two reasons in lecture why the integral in #80 in 7.8 improper, what's the other
e | ha\rilﬁn \deiv,yha‘ to do mtlv my answer from 8(a) reason except it has an unlimited bound? | still didnt understand why we always choose 1 the bound
Helplt! #inal #practice final #pin when we doing improper integration #midtermreview #pin
how do you integrate arctanx/x on [0,1.. 5/6/12 exam

i tried series and still can't get an exact
number...wolfram alpha tells me it should be 0.48
something but i don't unde

17.381 4123112
I don't know how to continue this problem after

after this $$x{t)= x_c(t)#x_p(t)35 $5x_clt)=

¢ 1\cos(\ qa tic 2\sin(\

why we always break the bound to 0 -1.... 2012112
Professor mentioned two reasons in lecture why o
the integral in #80 in 7.8 improper, what's the other

WEEK 5/6 - 5/12
» WEEK 4/29 - 5/5
» WEEK 4/22 - 4/28

good question

E the students’ answer, where students collectively construct a single answer

Y
In the case of #30 in 7.8, the integral [ = f —
T

reason except it ha =
WEEK 513 - 5/ I= —_—
> WEEK 5/13 - 5119 .L (=21 +a°)
When —1 < a < 0, I blows up at z = 0 and at 0o, but exists at z = 1. So, you have to split the
integral up so that I becomes two "type I" improper integrals you can solve using limits:
1 o

Updated 2 years ago by Xeoooax and Anonymous

dz can be re-written

- / L &
o (z9)(1+zb)

1
* [ (ze)(1+z¥) do

. :,E:j;n :ij We could choose any number for which m exists in place of x=1. Choosing 1 just makes
WEEK 4/1 - 417 the work a little easier.
WEEK 3/25 - 3/31
e Average Response Time Special Mentions: Online Now | This Week
WEEK 3/11 - 3117 1.2 hr Slobodan Simic answered anybody know when grades. 0 | 65
WEEK 3/10 - 3/17 v Privacy Policy Copyright Policy Terms of Use Blog Report Bug!

How to get started

As Piazza is an online service, you will
need to set up an account. This is done
through the class creation process. You
can review the instructions on the Piazza
help page. Once the class is created in
Piazza and the students are imported
(via their emails), you can create a link in
Blackboard to launch Piazza in another
window. Please refer to the links below
for directions on how to add a Piazza
class and link to it in your Blackboard
course.

Other Thoughts

Piazza’s website suggests that using Piazza
can make you a better instructor. There
are a number of reasons why this may
be true. The real time updates of student
activity allows instructors to evaluate the
effectiveness of their instructional strate-
gies. Also an instructor can prompt for-
mal assessment by using “polls” so that
students provide anonymous feedback
about specific questions, assignments,
lectures, or more general course concepts.
This kind of formative assessment helps
instructors make changes or provide
additional support to foster greater
student comprehension.

Add itional Resources
Piazza’s help page: https://piazza.com/support/help
o Adding a link in Blackboard to Piazza:
https://uis.jhu.edu/blackboard/add-a-piazza-link-to-your-blackboard-course/
« Helpful tips from Piazza: https://piazza.com/product/best practices
« Piazza Pricing Announcement:
https://support.piazza.com/support/solutions/articles/48001161300-paid-model-for-piazza-q-a
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