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What this is
The Innovative Instructor is a forum of  
published articles (www.cer.jhu.edu/ii) 
and a blog (ii.library.jhu.edu) related to 
teaching excellence at Johns Hopkins

About the CER 
The Center for Educational Resources  
partners with faculty and graduate 
students to extend instructional 
impact by connecting innovative 
teaching strategies and instructional 
technologies

For information on  
how to contribute to  
The Innovative Instructor 
or to read archived articles
please visit 

•   www.cer.jhu.edu/ii
or email

•   cerweb@jhu.edu

Forum categories
Pedagogy Forum

Hopkins professors share 
successful strategies for teaching  
excellence

Technology Forum
Information about emerging  
technologies, who is using them, 
and why you should know

Best Practice Forum
“How To” workshops on using  
technologies and applying 
innovative instructional methods

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 
students in an intuitive way in real time.

Who produced it
Piazza grew around the idea of students 
sharing 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 com-
plex course topics. As one of three female 
students in a majority male undergraduate 
computer science 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.

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 
answer a question directly if other students 
are having trouble providing correct infor-
mation. Instructors can also gauge student 
participation by using the site’s statistics. 
These analytics provide insights on how 
well the students are understanding course 
concepts. Piazza provides a formative as-
sessment 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 organizing 
student posts and instructor feedback so that 
students can easily locate relevant material. 
This can reduce the number of duplicate 
emails sent to the instructor by students 
asking 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 is committed to keeping the appli-
cation free for educational use. To further 
this commitment, Piazza has developed 
tools for corporate use that provide a rev-
enue stream.

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.

Additional Resources
•	 Piazza’s help page: 

https://piazza.com/support/help
•	 Adding a link in Blackboard to Piazza: 

http://help.sset.jhu.edu/display/Bb/Add+a+Piazza+Link+to+Your+Blackboard+Course
•	 Helpful tips from Piazza: 

https://piazza.com/product/best_practices 
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