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ABSTRACT

Community Question Answering (CQA) platforms like Stack Over-
flow enable gamified and moderated community-driven knowledge
creation. We report on our experiences of introducing Stack Over-
flow in our Computer Science BSc programme and explore whether
these platforms can (1) reduce the workload of lecturers in answer-
ing questions in large-scale classrooms, and (2) create a community
of learners in the large-scale setting of ~1600 students.
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1 STACK OVERFLOW FOR EDUCATION

Community Question Answering (CQA) platforms enable community-
driven knowledge creation [1]. The knowledge thus created can be
of an enduring value to its audience, and their voting and reputation
mechanisms help users identify the trustworthiness and accuracy
of the content [1]. In this paper we explore how Stack Overflow !,
which is widely used by professional software engineers, can serve
our educational programme. We hypothesise that a CQA platform
can (1) reduce work pressure for staff, as students are stimulated to
answer questions of their peers, (2) create a community of learners,
as they get an opportunity to help each other out in a large-scale
setting comprising some 1600 students, and (3) build an enduring
knowledge base that is easy to query and to moderate.

We have piloted the use of a private Stack Overflow site for
27 courses in our three year bachelor programme in Computer
Science comprising ~1600 students. We perform a quantitative and
qualitative analysis for the student perspective, and compare the
usage of Stack Overflow to the usage of the LMS’ discussion forum.
Importantly, we describe lessons learned for others interested in
embedding a gamified CQA platform in their programmes.

!https://stackoverflow.com
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2 CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE POSTER

The poster aims to add to the conversation about using Community

Question Answering platforms in educational settings. From our

own investigation, we bring forward four key elements, namely:

Students ask and answer more questions. We have observed
that the number of questions that students ask on Stack Overflow
has increased by 64% compared to our previously used LMS, and
that the percentage of student-answered questions increased by
72%. In terms of work pressure for staff, we have observed a
decrease in both the absolute (-145) and relative (-60%) number
of questions they had to answer.

Answers have long-term value. While difficult to answer after
our pilot year, our teachers indicate that they think there is long-
term value. Specifically, they marked only 7.3% of questions as
irrelevant to future academic years.

Early signs of community formation. While measuring the for-
mation of a sense of community is difficult because we lack a
baseline prior to introducing Stack Overflow, anecdotal evidence
points at initial signs of this community forming. Students shared
that they were recognised in real life after their contributions to
the CQA platform, and formed partnerships for labs due to their
online interactions.

Less repeat questions. We have established through moderation
of the Stack Overflow posts that the total number of duplicate
questions is now less than 2%, far less than we previously ob-
served in our LMS.

3 FUTURE PLANS

We will continue to analyse how students use Stack Overflow, also
when our MSc students get access. Furthermore, we will gauge the
teacher’s perspective of the use of a CQA platform.
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