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Introduction/Need for the Idea
Traditionally, when a university supervisor makes a sight visit to evaluate a student teacher, it consists of a formal observation and assessment.  Providing feedback to student teachers during the course of the internship is important because it “is one of the more instructionally powerful and least understood features in instructional design” (Cohen, 1985, p. 33).  Perhaps one of the least understood methods of providing effective feedback is formative assessment.  “Formative assessment is that process of appraising, judging, or evaluating students’ work or performance and using this to shape and improve their competence” (Tunstall & Gipps, 1996, p. 389).  Shute (2008) defined formative feedback as “information communicated to the learner that is intended to modify his or her thinking or behavior for the purpose of improving learning” (p. 154).

A possible method for delivering effective formative feedback is through Q-methodology.  Q-methodology is a research method used to systematically study human subjectivity to better understand a person’s viewpoint or beliefs on a chosen topic (Brown, 1993; McKeown & Thomas, 1988).  It differs from R-methodology in that R describes a population of people while Q describes the views of those people (van Exel & de Graaf, 2005). Being able to capture the views of student teachers can allow for an additional dimension of evaluation and communication between the student teacher and the university supervisor.

How It Works/Methodology
When implementing the Q-method to capture student perceptions, students are asked to perform a Q-sort.  The end product of a Q-sort is the student’s rank ordering of a list of statements about a certain phenomenon (i.e., teaching ability).  The students rank order the statements in response to the prompt, “How do you feel about the courses you instruct?”  Each statement is individually written on a card.  To begin the rank order process (sorting), students read each statement and placed the card into the Q-sort Form Board.  The board is a distribution chart with nine columns, ranging from a value of -4 to +4 (Figure 1).   The top two statements in which students perceive to be most like them are placed in the +4 column while the bottom two statements most unlike them are placed in the -4 column.  The process is repeated working toward the middle column (0), which represents neutral statements.
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Figure 1.  Q-sort Form Board

Each of the student teachers’ Q-sorts are then factor analyzed using PQ Method software to develop a correlation matrix.  Specifically, each individual Q-sort is correlated with all other Q-sorts to determine levels of agreement or disagreement on their ability to perform teacher tasks.  Each factor is determined by evaluating the eigenvalues for each statement.  A varimax rotation with a .45 significance level is then used to determine specifically which student teachers highly correlated with each other and which did not.

Results to Date
The Q-sort Foam Board was designed and implemented with spring 2008 student teachers to acquire summative feedback during weeks 8-12.  Specifically, a three factor solution was extracted from the student teachers’ Q-sorts.  Each factor was interpreted by the researcher to illuminate the viewpoints of student teachers’ self-efficacy of their classroom and laboratory teaching ability.  The results were categorized into three themes: Emerging Teacher, the Self Assured, and the Humble High Achiever.  However, assessing these students formatively, prior to student teacher observations, could add benefit to student teacher visits by university supervisors.

Implications
“The central purpose of formative assessment is to contribute to student learning through the provision of information about performance” (Yorke, 2003).  Using the Q-sort Foam Board will allow teacher educators to have a better understanding of student teacher needs prior to visiting the cooperating center.  As such, opportunities exist for providing more structured and focused feedback to student teachers on areas in which they believe they are most inadequate and limited.  

Costs/Resources Needed
The Q-method costs little to implement.  The statements which student teachers rank may be printed onto cardstock ($0.25 per sheet) or uploaded to the internet for online delivery (~$30.00 per month via SurveyMonkey). The Q-sort Foam Board consists of printing the distribution chart onto paper and gluing the paper to a piece of poster foam board ($1.00 per sheet).  The Q-sort Foam Board may be used repetitively as each student teacher’s sort may be recorded onto a separate sheet of paper.  The PQ Method software, used to analyze data, is available for free download.  Additional free software, (i.e., FlashQ), may be a means for performing Q-sorts online, eliminating any above costs.
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