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April 22, 2015 


Dear STEMming the Confidence Gap Webinar Participants, 


 Thank you for the great questions during today’s webinar. I wanted to share some examples of 


professors who are using Piazza to engage their students. You can see three professors’ stories 


in this document; for more stories click HERE. I have also identified “Promising Practices” for 


getting students started on Piazza, below.  I hope this helps. Please feel free to reach out at any 


time – especially if you’d like to connect with a colleague in a similar discipline. I am more than 


happy to hop on a quick call to further discuss. 


 Best, 


Tony Luckett 


tony@piazza.com 


650.409.7299 


  


 “Promising Practices” for getting students started on Piazza 


 Tone setting: It’s important to let students know not to email you. Posting all of the questions 


on Piazza seeds the forum for students to answer each other’s questions 


  Participation Points: Some instructors make participation on Piazza a part of their grade (see 


Neer case study) 


       Story Time: Have each students add a sentence in the wiki-style student answer box 


       Selfie Starter: Have each student make a post with a photo and a fun fact 


       Travel Pixel: Have each student post s photo of his/her favorite place to travel 


       Favorite Meme: Have students each post a school-appropriate, class-related meme 


       HERE are some ideas for getting started 



http://www.piazza.com/professors

https://plus.google.com/u/0/104537391475356613622?prsrc=4

mailto:tony@piazza.com

https://piazza.com/product/best_practices






Professor Success Stories


Piazza helped a professor double the engagement - 
and publications - in his PhD level software 
engineering class.


Q: So we’re talking to professors about how they use technology in their classrooms in 2015, and 
I understand you teach one class almost completely online. Tell me about that.


A: “Well, it’s a PhD-level seminar called Software Engineering Experimentation—I’ve been 
teaching it since the early nineties. We study how software engineers design and carry out 
experiments to validate their research. I assign a lot of experimental papers to read and then 
students carry out small-scale experiments of their own and write up the results. I run it almost 
like a conference. It’s been very successful in that a lot of students have been able to take their 
work and eventually publish it, or start projects that led to PhDs.”


Q: What prompted you to take it online?


A: “A couple years ago I was asked to teach the class at a university in Sweden. My response 
was, I can’t go to Sweden for a semester! That’s just too much. But I kept thinking about it and 
eventually it occurred to me, What if I tried to do it online? I had this idea that instead of coming 
to class once a week for two and a half hours, we could just talk on a discussion board. At the 
time, I’d been trying to figure out how to use discussion boards more, but the problem with 
George Mason’s is that it’s available only to enrolled students. Then I happened to get an email 
from my department chair with some information about Piazza. He said, “Here’s some spam, in 
case anybody’s interested.” I thought, This may be useful spam for once! Of course I figured 
Piazza wouldn't be any good, but since I was looking for a discussion board I tried it. And the first 
thing I noticed was just now usable it is. One of the topics I teach is usability, and my first reaction 
was, Wow, this is so much more usable than any other discussion board I’ve seen. The overall 
feeling of it was, rather than bringing students to my house for a party—which is always a little 
awkward—that they were hosting a party, and I could drop in occasionally. That was magic.”


“Doubling student engagement” 


Dr. Jeff Offutt
Professor of Software Engineering
George Mason University
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Q: Did you test it out in another class before using it in your PhD seminar?


A: “Yes, and I was just amazed at how much richer the discussion was. The following spring—this 
was 2012—I put my PhD seminar almost entirely online, with nine or ten students in Sweden and 
twelve or thirteen at George Mason. Each week I’d assign two or three papers and appoint a 
couple of people to summarize and critique them. They’d have to post their critiques to Piazza by 
Monday. I also assigned a “dissenter” for each paper, or someone who had to disagree with it, 
and find all the flaws. That’s a Swedish idea—they use it in their PhD defenses. For me it was just 
a little game to increase the amount of discussion.”


Q: So did you still meet in person, or did the whole class consist of online discussion?


A: “The first week, I met students in the classroom and said, “We won’t be here again.” The only 
exception was the last two meetings, when they presented their papers live. We broadcast that to 
Sweden. But afterwards, one of my students said, “You know, that was the most boring part of 
the whole class, because I had to sit here and listen. I couldn’t use my computer.” ”


Q: So you didn't lecture at all? Did you post video lectures?


A: “I had three or four recorded lectures about some of the general issues we were covering, and 
I did post those on Piazza. But they accounted for only three weeks’ worth of the class. Other 
than that, it was just discussion of the papers I assigned them to read, with Piazza as the 
discussion board.”


Q: How did you notice the class change?


A: “At a certain point in the semester I started to feel like there was more discussion than we’d 
had in the past. So I went online and found a couple of formulas for equating word counts to 
verbal discussions. I concluded that every paper had three to four times more discussion than in 
past seminars. The other thing that was measurable was that in previous years, about one quarter 
of the students turned their projects into publishable papers. This time, it was more than half. Of 
course there are a lot of things that could affect that, but I’m convinced it’s because we had 
deeper discussions. I also asked students to post drafts of their papers on the discussion board, 
and their peers gave really good feedback that dramatically improved their work. So I’m very 
confident that students learned more. More of them had publishable research—I mean, it 
doubled.”


Q: Why do you think the discussions were so much better on Piazza than they had been in 
person?
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A: “Well, they weren’t locked into two hours on a Monday afternoon—they went on for a full 
week! Another thing is that students no longer had to come in at the end of a workday, when they 
were tired. We have a lot of part-time students. With the new format, they could comment when 
they were fresh. If you got in your car and suddenly thought, Oh, I should’ve commented on this, 
well, you could go home and do it. They had time to think about their contributions and even 
revise and edit them. So the discussions were longer, deeper, and more nuanced. I had hoped to 
use Piazza to make the class almost as good as it had been previously. What I found was that it 
made it much better.”


Q: What did the students think of it?


A: “In general, the online format helps people who are less verbal and more written learners, and 
that actually describes a whole lot of people in computing fields, and a lot of engineers. I had one 
PhD student who never said a word in previous classes. And I was a little worried, because I 
thought, as a PhD student, that she should be more expressive. But on Piazza she wrote as much 
if not more than anybody, and was very articulate and thorough in her analysis. She became a 
leader in the class, and that never would’ve happened in person. I should add that this format 
also helps people who are in a bit of a minority in the classroom. In engineering classes, that 
includes women. They know they stick out in the classroom, so the online format is a bit more 
freeing for them. On Piazza, they can show that “Yes, it’s not that I don’t talk because I’m dumb, 
but because all these boys look at me and stop thinking about engineering and start thinking 
about girls.” One of my students actually said that to me directly.”


Q: Are there any other tools you’ve tried in your classes?


A: “Well, I’ve tried Blackboard, because my university uses it. But it is—especially for software 
engineers—just so embarrassing. Even if I could get students from Sweden on it, which I can’t, 
it’s so difficult to organize a discussion, and the navigation is just painful. The way that Piazza 
sets up the folders is much more convenient. Not to mention the editing and formatting facilities, 
with HTML and LaTex in particular, and the ability to go back and modify postings. Students can 
even work together to modify the same posting, which is just a terrific idea that helps discussion 
come alive.”


Q: So are you planning to teach the class mostly online with Piazza again this spring?


A: “Yes, I’m teaching it with the same university in Sweden, though I’m actually looking for a few 
other partners, too. I want to expand this model. I could never imagine teaching this class in a 
classroom again. It would just be too boring.”
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Professor Success Stories


Piazza helped one Lecturer at Tufts eliminate his 
crowded inbox for a large introductory class.  


Q: Tell me about the classes you teach.


A: “I teach three courses per semester. Currently I’m teaching web programming, which has 90 to 
100 students, usually ranging from sophomores to seniors. It’s the course after the two intro 
courses here at Tufts. I’m also teaching an introduction to computer security, which has 50 
undergrads and graduate students. I often teach web engineering, which has anywhere from 40 
to 60 students. But this semester I’m teaching a mobile medical devices class. That class has 
about 20 students.”


Q: Are these classes taught traditionally, in a lecture hall?


A: “Yes, my web and security courses are lecture-based. The mobile medical device and apps 
course—we’re in a classroom, but each week we have student presentations.”


Q: What technologies do you use in the classroom?


A: “The two things I depend on most are Piazza and GitHub. I require all of my students to use 
GitHub, not just because I give so many assignments, but because GitHub revision control is 
such a critical skill to have. It’s a skill that most computer science curriculums don’t enforce, but a 
lot of employers will ask a new hire, Do you know how to use a revision tool like GitHub? And 
students will say, Not really, what?  You need to use revision control if you’re building software in 
the professional world. It also forces students to develop good habits such as documenting their 
code and making note of their changes.”


Q: And why do you use Piazza? How did you first hear of it?


“The last thing I need is another email”


Ming Chow
Tufts University
Department of Computer Science
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A: “I’m never a fan of tools unless they’re really, really spectacular. But I noticed that a colleague 
of mine who teaches an infamous programming language—it’s one of the most rigorous 
programming language courses around; he uses a textbook he wrote himself—was using it. And 
he’s not a believer in tools, either. But I was like, Wait a minute, if this guy is using Piazza, and I 
trust this guy with my life, maybe I should look into it. I don't trust a lot of people, but this guy is 
just really smart. I forget which class I first used Piazza for. But I loved it. Immediately.”


Q: Why?


A: “It just works. It’s like an Apple product: They focus on usability. The usability of Piazza has 
been phenomenal from day one. It’s like hearing to a song and liking it on the first listen, which 
doesn’t happen a lot. First impressions matter, and I really can’t say more about Piazza’s. When 
you go to Piazza, you get the gist of what it’s all about—what are the critical problems, what’s the 
need? When I first went there, I made an account, started a course, and it was really seamless. 
The setup was easy. Then I said, You know what? I’m going to make this a policy: I’m telling my 
students that if they have questions, they should send everything via Piazza and not email. I 
made that decision very early on.”


Q: Was email a specific problem for you?


A: “I’ve always had a problem with email—everyone does. Students love to send emails with 
questions for the professors or TAs, but the last thing we need is another email, especially when 
multiple students are asking the same question. Back in the day, you’d just cut and paste the 
same response. Now there is a centralized location for asking questions and getting answers. It 
saves me 20 to 40 emails per day, easily.”


Q: Do you also have your on web page? 


A: “I write my own websites. At Tufts we have a system but it’s an abomination to use. Even the 
students notice it. I just need a page that gives information and a few links, so my course website 
is handmade by me. Although the servers go down intermittently when there are too many people 
using them—usually once a month there’s some sort of fail. So now all my course websites are 
served on GitHub pages.”


Q:  So you like to rely on your own resources, not the university’s.


A: “Exactly. I need to work fast, I need to be efficient, and the students always come first. You 
know how it is at a college or university—people tend to do things at the last minute. I need to 
make sure that systems aren’t going to fail when things are due.”


Q:  How do you feel that Piazza has changed your students’ experience?


A: “It does a lot of things very, very well, not only for my teaching but for the students. In addition 
to using it for Q&A, I use it as a medium for classroom participation. I think one of the problems 
we’re seeing right now is that we have an education system where students are afraid to ask 
questions.”
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Q: Why do you think that is?


A: “Because a lot of school systems focus, from K through 12, on tests. When students come into 
a college or university they assume everything is also based on tests, and there’s very little 
creativity. One thing I’ve done with Piazza is to stress that participation means a lot not only to me 
but to the class, to their classmates. I make it 10 percent of a student’s grade in all my classes, 
and I use Piazza as part of that. It’s great because Piazza has a reporting tool where you can see 
who asked questions, who asked the really good questions, and what someone has contributed 
to the Q&A.”


Q: Has participation actually gone up since you started using Piazza?


A: “Definitely. But the caveat is that I need not only to encourage it but make sure that I don't put 
people down. People can preach, Oh, we need more collaboration in class. But the instructor 
needs to set an example. First, you’ve got to answer every question. Right now in my web
programming class, which has 80 students, my average response time is 12 minutes. That helps 
big-time. Students think, Holy cow, if I can ask a question and get a response that quickly, why 
not? But the other thing you have to do is show restraint, even if it’s the dumbest question you’ve 
ever seen. I’ve found that some of the best questions, ironically, are the ones that initially seem 
really dumb. Probably because it’s something I just didn't cover well enough, or because there’s a 
lot of nuance. So you have to encourage all questions. Piazza is not going to change everything; 
it depends on the instructor as well.”


Q: Do you encourage students to answer each other’s questions?


A: “Because I answer them so quickly myself, students tend to wait for my response. And I think 
I’m okay with that. At least there is an answer really quickly.”


Q: Do you use the platform differently in a big class versus a small class?


A: “Well, I notice that there is a lot more question and answer with bigger classes. In the smaller 
classes the Q&A is less widely used, but it’s still a great place to broadcast announcements and 
notes. In the old days I used Twitter for that. Now Piazza is the place for news. You can see how 
tightly integrated I am with all my courses.”


Q: Do you have any words of encouragement for other professors looking to adopt new 
technologies?


A: “That’s a hard question. I’m pretty tech savvy so I’ve adopted things pretty quickly. I guess the 
first thing to ask yourself is, What are you actually trying to accomplish? If you want to encourage 
collaboration and communication not only among students but also with you and the TAs, Piazza 
is probably the best tool for you to use. I see a lot of educational technologies out there. And 
they’re not very good at all. Some of it is snake oil, even.”
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Q: What, for you, defines success?


A: “I don’t define it based on grades. I define it as—and I think I’ve done pretty well with 
this—opening up opportunities for my students. That’s number one. Number two is helping 
students realize what they could be, not what they should be. I can’t tell you how many students 
have said to me, “I became really fascinated by computer science when I took web programming, 
and that’s the reason I became a CS major.” Or, “The web programming course helped me get
my first job or internship.” That says it all.”
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Professor Success Stories


Wanderlust, curiosity, and a thirst for truth blend into the 
eclectic life trajectory of historian Bob Neer, a lecturer in the 
Department of History at Columbia University. This law 
student turned i-banker turned media entrepreneur is also 
the author of the award-winning book “Napalm, An American 
Biography.” Bob believes strongly in the power of discussion 
and is one of Piazza’s biggest advocates. 


During a trip to Stanford to give a talk this spring at the 
Hoover Institution, he reached out to Pooja to meet the team. 
Here’s what he shared about his life, his travels and what it’s 
like to teach using Piazza. 


Q: How did you first discover Piazza? 


A: “I first heard about Piazza when I read the New York Times article. I had been researching 
other platforms like Blackboard, but when Nick from Piazza came to Columbia and showed me 
the product, I loved it.” 


Q: Why did you decide to try Piazza as a humanities professor?


A: “The great thing about Piazza is it's very light, very text-based. And the students found it very 
easy to understand and to use. It structured our class discussion. There is no other software 
platform I'm aware of that would make that easy to do. If people are actually actively engaged in 
it, and it's a part of their syllabus, then it can be quite powerful. In fact, then it can be way more 
powerful than classroom discussions alone. I was disappointed to discover that not many 
professors in the humanities used it.”


Q: How did you get your students started initially?


A: “I made class participation 40% of their grade and split the students up into teams, asking 
them to post summaries of the texts and comments on reading before each class directly on 
Piazza. I told them their online work was about 25% of the 40% of their grade based on class 
participation. This made students responsible, to a degree, for their own grades. (continued..) 


A Jack of All Trades


Bob Neer, Lecturer
Columbia University 
Department of History
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A lot of practices were not traditional for the course I was teaching about my class, but I think 
they were pedagogically extremely useful and the students liked it. I also consolidated all of the 
class resources onto Piazza at the start of the term. I posted the syllabus, the requirements, class  
objectives, how I would grade, expectations for academic honesty, and so on, in detail and then 
advice about how to write papers and structure exam answers. And then I would have office hour 
sign-ups here because it is so much easier than Google calendar.”


Q: How did you keep them engaged enough to share their thoughts on such heavy topics?


A: “The key for good teaching is love. You have to get some value out of it, you have to want to 
do it. I think that you have to read their comments and respond. Every time. In my class the 
issues that you confront are often really personal and very difficult, on all kinds of things like fear, 
love, religion, what you would die for, why you're getting your education and personal stories. You 
can take a lot of that knowledge and broaden it out with Piazza. One thing that made me tremen-
dously proud was when I saw students had printed out all of the summaries in the Piazza discus-
sions and brought them into their final exam, which was open book. That is a success. For me, it 
was very satisfying and rewarding.”


 





