
Which discussion tool is right for my course? 
With three main options to choose from, it can be difficult to know which discussion tool is right for your course. Each has 
its advantages and limitations. Below we highlight features that may impact your decision, and the option that is best for 
certain functions. 
 

 

Canvas Discussions  Slack  Piazza 

Allows active discussion and 
exchange of ideas 

Limited  Yes  Yes 

Effective as a 
question/answer forum 

Somewhat  Limited  Yes 

Collecting work and formal 
assignments 

Yes  No  No 

Facilitates direct 
conversations between 
students 

Limited  Yes  Yes 

Can automatically assign 
credit for participating in 
discussions 

Yes  No (but there are ways of 
tracking participation to 
assign credit manually) 

No (but you can generate a 
participation report and 
assign credit manually) 

Do students need to set up a 
separate account? 

No  No  No 

Can I choose to allow 
anonymous posts? 

Yes  Yes (by adding Anonymous 
Bot app to your channel) 

Yes 



Is it easy to get notifications 
when new posts are made? 

  Yes  Yes 

 
 

Highlights of each platform: 

Slack works well for discussion and exchange of ideas. 
● Draws your attention to new content and shows you the most recent content first in every channel. 
● Has easy-to-use notification defaults and settings that help each person see what is relevant to them. 
● Allows you to see where there's new content across a whole set of discussions. 
● Easy to add media and links. 
● Supports private side conversations and direct messaging. 
● Feels more informal. 
● Is more "live." 
● For more information: Slack for higher education. 
● To track participation, use Tools > Analytics > Members and make sure the “Messages Posted” column is active. 

Piazza is great as a Q&A platform. 
● Students can crowdsource the single “student answer” (wiki-style). 
● Instructors can also provide a single “instructor answer.” 
● Instructors can endorse answers. 
● Easily searchable.  
● Instructors can mark questions as resolved or unresolved to see what needs follow-up. 
● Instructors can allow anonymous posts (if desired). 
● Can also be used for discussion and exchange of ideas, as posts can be pre-seeded to organize threads by topic, you 

can pin particular threads. 
● Supports private side conversations. 
● You can also track student participation to monitor engagement and give credit for participation, if applicable. 
● For more information: professor toolkit. 

https://slack.com/resources/using-slack/your-guide-to-slack-for-higher-education
https://piazza.com/toolkit


Canvas works to collect formal assignments and, to a lesser extent, as a Q&A forum. 
● Can set due dates 
● Appear in student ”To-Do” lists on the Canvas dashboard 
● Connected to the grade book 
● Support assignment and collection of peer reviews. Be aware that the peer review tool is hard to use and requires 

some dedication to get it to work properly. 
● You can divide class into groups with separate forums for each group (optional) 

○ Groups can be assigned or self sign-up 
● Each user must post individually 
● There is no “instructor endorsement” or flagging of questions as resolved or unresolved, though anyone can “like” a 

post which could be used for endorsements 
● The board is always ordered starting from the oldest post, so when you visit it, it looks stale. Newest content is 

buried pages in. When you ask students to comment on posts of others, the responses on the first page get many 
follow-ups while later ones get few. 

● New replies on threads are not well-highlighted or visible when you visit the board. There are little blue dots to 
guide you to posts you haven’t seen before. 

● Notifications are "all or nothing." That is, students can be notified any time anyone posts or any time the instructor 
posts, but there's no way to be notified, for instance, when someone replies to something they've posted. 

● It is relatively heavyweight to edit posts, especially if you want to link or add media. 


