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In this paper we show how Mead’s theory of emergence can prove explanatory in 
how the theory-practice gap is co-created and sustained in front-end loading 
university programs. Taking teacher education as an exemplar, we argue that the 
trainee teacher encounters different and oft-times conflicting environmental, 
social and cultural conditions in the two “fields of interaction” of their preparation 
program, namely, the on-campus pre-service program and the Teaching School. 
The argument draws on interview and focus group data collected via a study of 
first-year graduate teachers of an Australian pre-service teacher education 
program. Our conclusions are two-fold. First, we conclude that role taking and 
self-regulated behaviour within the two environmental fields of interaction in 
front-end loading programs inhibit the trainee professional from exercising the 
power of agency to implement theory learned at university in practice in the 
workplace. Second, we conclude that Mead’s theory of emergence proves 
effective in predicting the obduracy of the gap between theory and practice in 
front-end programs. 
 

Introduction 
Earlier this decade, Chang (2004) advocated the use of Mead’s theory of emergence as a 
framework for multilevel sociological inquiry. Chang and others (Blumer, 1969; Cook, 
1993; El-Hani & Pihlström, 2002) maintain that Mead’s theory has been largely 
overlooked by scholars and remains only partially explored, due to the often fragmentary 
character of his writings and his failure to develop the theory systematically. However, as 
Chang (2004) points out, the outline of the theory can be found in Mead’s work, 
particularly in Mind, Self and Society (1934) and The Philosophy of the Act (1938). In 
this paper, using Teacher Education as an exemplar, we use Mead’s theory to provide 
insight into the theory-practice gap commonly associated with front-end loading in 
undergraduate university programs.  

Turning theory into practice 
Pfeffer and Sutton (2000, p. 4) refer to the nexus between theory and practice as the 
“knowing-doing problem,” the problem lying in the fact that there is a disparity between 
the theory of the pre-service program or preparation and the practice in the workplace. 
The phenomenon is found across a broad range of disciplines, organisations and 
professions, and has been the focus of considerable research (Brouwer & Korthagen, 
2005; Reid & O'Donoghue, 2001; Reidy, 2006; Yayli, 2008).  
 
For example, research in nurse education has addressed the theory-practice phenomenon 
in ways including workplace-integrated learning, how to facilitate learning in the clinical 
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area, and the role of the nurse educator (Beattie, 2001; Landers, 2000; Spouse, 2001). 
Research in medical and engineering education has addressed similar issues, particularly 
regarding how to reconcile university-learned theory with workplace practice (Davison, 
2005, Dec 12-15; Hudson, Buckley, & McMillen, 2001). Further, as Brouwer and 
Korthagen (2005, p. 154) point out, “a gap between theory and practice seems to persist 
across different times and contexts.” It would seem that the difficulty of integrating 
theory and practice in professional education has long generated much debate but resulted 
in few solutions (Korthagen & Kessels, 1999)1. In this study, Mead’s theory of 
emergence enables us to focus on the experiences of individuals caught “in the gap.” 

Mead’s theory of emergence 
The primary understanding involved in Mead’s theory of emergence is that when a living 
form of some kind interacts with its environment, some new object is likely to emerge. 
This study sees the interaction of the individual and his/her front-end program as giving 
rise to a graduate professional. Specifically, the process of becoming a graduate involves 
one who has chosen to train for a profession (an individual) entering the undergraduate 
program (an environment) and interacting with this environment. During this interaction 
Mead argues that a process of emergence takes place such that there ensues from it a 
graduate (an emergent). This is consistent with his premise that “when things get 
together, there then arises something that was not there before” (Mead, 1938, p. 641) In 
other words, emergence gives rise to new objects and new situations (Maines, 2001). 
These fundamental concepts are captured by Chang’s (2004) interpretation of Mead’s 
model of emergence in human society, as shown in Figure 1. Chang’s has been selected 
as the preferred model because he has taken up Mead’s theory and applied it substantially 
(see, for example, Chang, 2000, 2005).  
 

Figure 1: Mead’s theory of emergence in human society (adapted from Chang, 2004) 
 

 
 
Pre-existing conditions associated with both the individual and the environment are 
axiomatic to emergence and underlie the realisation of the interaction (Mead, 1934). 
Changes to the pre-existing conditions of the individual and/or to the environment will 

                                                 
1 The relevance of coursework taught on campus and the value of university “theory” are also 
broadly contested. Discussion of these issues is beyond the scope of this paper. 
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create a different type of emergent (Mead, 1934). This premise is the first of two that 
determine the nature of the emergent. The second is that the nature of interaction taking 
place between the individual and the environment is of primary importance in creating 
the emergent (Reichers, 1987). For the purposes of this paper, we focus on the second of 
these two premises. 

Nature of the interaction 
The nature of the interaction that takes place between the student and his/her 
undergraduate program can be operationalised as follows. The traditional front-end 
program is conceived as a singular environment comprising two “fields of interaction” 
(FoI) (Mead, 1934, p. 249), the university (FoI-a) and the workplace (FoI-b). That is, 
students undertake on-campus studies and integrate the theory learned in this field with 
the practice of the workplace. Widely referred to as work integrated learning (Patrick, 
Peach, & Pocknee, 2008) or work based learning (Boud, 2001), these types of 
programming arrangements are commonplace in front-end university programs (Patrick, 
et al., 2008). It is our proposition that undergraduate students frequently encounter 
contradictory expectations or “obdurate responses” (Blumer, 1969, p. 22) between the 
two fields of interaction and that this impedes their ability to integrate theory and 
practice. We now show how certain mechanisms condition individuals’ actions during 
interaction. 

Mechanisms conditioning individuals’ actions 

In Mead’s view, a number of mechanisms condition human action. Two of particular 
relevance to this study are the individual’s role taking and the individual’s role taking-
based self-regulation (henceforth, “self-regulation”). Following Mead (1934, p. 141), role 
taking is one of the “specifically social expressions of intelligence” that shape the 
interpersonal nature of the work of the professional. It involves the self engaging in a 
reflective dialogue with itself in order to act in role and is an inevitable consequence of 
human interaction; “there are all sorts of selves answering to all sorts of different social 
interactions” (Mead, 1934, p. 142). Role taking involves selecting from the number of 
alternatives present the ones believed to be most appropriate and then enacting them 
(Mead, 1934). The type and nature of role that the individual adopts are dependent on the 
vantage point from which the individual perceives the social and non-social environment, 
and the level at which the individual interacts.  
 
Mead (1934, p. 173) views the self as divided into the “I” and the “Me,” with the I 
representing the creative, spontaneous self and the Me referring to the outward, socialised 
aspect of the self. The Me is learned in interaction with others and with the environment. 
It includes both knowledge about that environment (including society) and a sense of 
who he or she is: a sense of self. The I is the active aspect of the self, which acts 
creatively but within the context of the Me. Both parts of the self come together during 
the process of role taking. Mead (1934, p. 186) describes the relationship in these terms:  
 

The “I” is the response of the organism to the attitudes of the others; the “Me” is 
the organized set of attitudes of others which one himself [sic] assumes. The 
attitudes of the others constitute the organized “Me”; one who reacts towards that 
as an “I.” 
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Reflective thinking shapes the actions of the self by enabling individuals to develop and 
sustain a role (Mead, 1934). Role taking is the means by which the self is able to 
structure and react to its own experiences, make reflexive adjustments and thus establish 
situational identity/ies (Mead, 1934; Reichers, 1987). It further involves individuals 
seeing themselves as others might see them and regulating their behaviour accordingly. 
This is what is meant by “self-regulation.” Individuals undergoing the process of 
becoming professionals must experience the process of role taking in order to regulate 
their behaviour and develop a sense of professional identity (Mead, 1934). This involves 
them consciously and regularly evaluating and adjusting what they are doing when 
performing tasks and interacting with others. 
 
As outlined above, front-end loading programs such as Teacher Education comprise two 
fields of interaction. Each consists of key learning experiences, conditions and 
requirements. Together these features of the environment wield an influence on the 
development of the student, but are also mediated by his/her stance. Indeed, the student’s 
self-regulation is pivotal. Maines (2001, p. 47) is instructive on this issue: 

 
The individual selects out from the world that which is situationally meaningful, 
or pragmatic, and adjusts to events that the world thrusts upon the individual. The 
adjustive responses transform the world in terms of its meaning, while 
simultaneously establishing the structures that condition the appearance of future 
events. 

 
In the case of the student, this means that he/she selects feature/s that are meaningful to 
him/her and adjusts his/her behaviour accordingly. This selection, however, is 
constrained by the determining influence of the environment. As a member of the 
university program collective, each student teacher shares a commitment to certain 
understanding and commitments. For the student in a front-end program, how this 
commitment plays out in practice is a function of the strength of the pre-conditions 
discussed earlier, and, interactions between the on-campus program on the one hand and 
the workplace on the other. The relationship between these core concepts is shown in 
Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: Relationship between the core theoretical concepts in Teacher Education 
 

 
 
Before discussing these matters in light of our data, we provide the context for this work. 

The Bachelor of Learning Management 
The context of this study is teacher education based on a Bachelor of Learning 
Management (BLM) degree that is conceptually different to a conventional Bachelor of 
Education (BEd) degree. A core goal of the BLM is to eradicate the theory-practice gap 
that has been endemic in teacher preparation since its establishment as a profession in the 
1960s (Lynch, 2003). During the program, students undertake thirty-two courses from 
four knowledge domains, namely, Essential Professional Knowledge, Futures, Networks 
and Partnerships, and Pedagogy. Courses within these domains, particularly a number of 
keystone courses, include a theoretical background in instructional theory and design, and 
an understanding of the meta-analysis of teaching/learning, with a particular focus on the 
role of the teacher in achieving learning outcomes in students (Allen & Smith, 2007). 
Key Learning Area (KLA)- or discipline-based courses are also included in the program. 
In-field experiences in Teaching Schools are structured in such a way that students must 
demonstrate their understanding of and ability to apply knowledge learned on campus in 
the classroom. The program provides 111 days of in-field experience, comprising 100 
days’ experience in schools. Students spend progressively longer in schools each year. In 
their final year, they undertake a ten-week internship during which time they are granted 
provisional registration by the state statutory authority.  
 
The nature of the interaction between the pre-service teacher and the teacher education 
program has altered since the introduction of the BLM. Course content is significantly 
different from the BEd program that was anchored in the discipline languages of 
educational psychology, sociology of education, school curricula and social contexts of 
schooling (Smith & Moore, 2006). Course delivery has not changed markedly apart from 
a stronger emphasis on web-based instruction. The nature and length of in-field 
experiences represent a significant change as the practicum-type periods in schools 
common to the BEd model of teacher preparation have been reconceptualised in the BLM 
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as portal tasks, periods when students put into practice the concepts and theories explored 
on campus (Smith & Moore, 2006).  
 
Portal tasks are situated throughout the program to target a range of standards against 
which students must demonstrate competence in order to proceed with their studies. They 
entail a structured and mentored period of theory application in real-life settings and aim 
to secure the theory/practice nexus considered vital in the preparation of educators (Smith 
& Moore, 2006). Similar arrangements apply to the ten-week internship. A central tenet 
of the portal task arrangement is that all participants, students, academic staff and 
supervising teachers, follow “the same script” (Smith & Moore, 2006, p. 21). This is 
achieved through partnership arrangements that include industry input into BLM course 
work and assessment and shared professional development (Allen & Butler-Mader, 
2007). The BLM student also spends 14% longer in schools than did his/her earlier BEd 
counterpart. In Median terms, the program’s environment comprises the two “fields of 
interaction” (Mead, 1934, p. 249) of the university and Teaching Schools.  

Method  
Data in this study were collected from a sample of first-year graduates of the BLM, all 
teaching in primary schools in regional Australia. A purposive sampling strategy 
(Sarantakos, 2005) was used to select participants and, of sixteen participants identified, 
fourteen agreed to participate in the study. The number of participants enabled the study 
to sustain an in-depth focus on their experiences of interacting in the two environmental 
fields of interaction of the university and the Teaching School. Individual interviews and 
two focus group discussions were chosen as data gathering techniques in this study 
because they could help provide an authentic insight into the way the participants 
understand and engage with the world (Silverman, 2004). The interviews were semi-
structured to facilitate the free expression of the participants’ thoughts. This type of 
interviewing involves emphasising participants’ definitions of situations, encouraging 
them to structure accounts of situations and enabling them to introduce their notions of 
relevance (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007). Focus groups allowed us to re-examine in 
a different context some of the responses that participants had given in the interviews. 
They also provided an opportunity to subject the individual accounts of participants to 
“probing and critical collective discussion” by a group of their peers (Blumer, 1969, p. 
52).  
 
Analysis of the data set was guided by procedures of coding, categorising and identifying 
themes as proposed by Coffey and Atkinson (1996) and Miles and Huberman (1994). 
Thus, the data were scanned for themes and relationships among these themes. 
Hypotheses were then developed and modified through hermeneutic cycles of close 
interpretative readings (Kelchtermans & Vandenberghe, 1994) of participants’ 
articulations about their experiences of turning theory into practice during their 
preparation (i.e. as student teachers). The same process was repeated across transcripts to 
identify commonalities across all the data. This resulted in the creation of ten categories 
which were then grouped into three themes: workplace readiness, futures orientation and 
capacity to implement BLM pedagogical design. For the purposes of this paper, we draw 
from our interpretation of the data across these themes those data which show how 
participants engaged with theory and practice in the two BLM fields of interaction.  
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Findings 
Four major findings emerged from the analysis of the data. First, participants 
differentiated between in-field experience as practical, real and immediate and on-
campus work as theoretical and remote. Some demonstrably privileged the former over 
the latter and devalued and at times denigrated the theory they were taught, finding it to 
be of limited use as they progressively took on the role of the teacher. While the majority 
saw value in what they had learned on campus for the theoretical and practical insights 
that it offered, unless they witnessed or experienced it in application the value was not 
cached into becoming a “real teacher.”  
 
Second, during their pre-service preparation informants emulated the practice of their 
supervising teachers and other seasoned practitioners in the school environment and 
valued the practice of these individuals over their own. For many participants, this meant 
that they abandoned practice learned at university in favour of following and, at times, 
mimicking the teaching practice of their supervising teachers. In many cases, they also 
utilised planning materials and resources used by experienced and expert staff in 
preference to those they used in the BLM. Their use by experienced teachers seemed to 
imply they were valuable resources in the view of many informants.  
 
Third, despite the articulated conceptual synergies between the university and school 
partners about what the work of student teachers in school should entail, many 
participants were unable or unprepared to implement key features of their on-campus 
learning during portal tasks and internship. Many had little choice but to conform to the 
status quo with supervising teachers unaware of or unconvinced by the types of strategies 
our informants were instructed to implement by their university teachers. Some examples 
of experienced teachers taking an active interest in some facets of the participants’ 
knowledge and skills once they had become teachers was reported.  
 
Fourth, only one participant believed herself to be workplace ready upon graduation. This 
can be attributed to two factors. First, the concept of workplace readiness in the BLM 
model implies a specific set of skills, knowledge and capabilities (Lynch & Smith, 2006) 
but respondents in this study seemed to interpret the concept to mean ready to deal 
proficiently with any situation in the workplace and equated it with expertise generated 
through experience. Second, the majority of participants compared themselves 
unfavourably to seasoned and expert teachers, believing them to epitomise workplace 
readiness. Accordingly, they did not consider themselves to have the requisite skills to be 
workplace ready. Many questioned whether pre-service preparation could possibly enable 
novitiate teachers to be workplace ready. 

Discussion 
In the following discussion, we interpret the empirical findings of this study through the 
framework of Mead’s theory of emergence2.  

                                                 
2 In doing so, we acknowledge that that there are plausible alternative explanations of students’ 
claims which, for the purposes of this paper, we do not discuss. 
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Frames of reference 
It will be recalled that the environmental preconditions of the BLM involve two fields of 
interaction (FoI): the university (FoI-a) and the Teaching Schools (FoI-b). Teaching 
Schools set up student teachers and practising teachers (“experienced teachers” hereafter) 
to interact in order to devise teaching experiences for the classroom. They do this through 
interaction in the school. While this potentially brings together the pre-existing conditions 
of the two FoI, it also involves pre-existing conditions of the two Is: the experienced 
teacher and the student teacher. The following data samples provide evidence of how this 
interaction unfolds in practice: 
 

I couldn’t use BLM strategies because my teacher in two of the portal tasks 
hadn’t even heard of half the stuff we’d been taught. (Inez)3 

 
There’s no way I would have gone in using the Eight Learning Management 
Questions4 and that stuff. No one knew anything about it. I talked a bit about stuff 
I’d learned [at uni] but there was always so much to do and we had to keep on 
track. (Desley) 

 
In these examples, neither Inez nor Desley had substantive conversations about practices 
learned at university in the Teaching Schools field. Their transcripts further show that, 
while they both mentioned some BLM practices in their meeting with experienced 
teachers, neither pursued the issue of implementing them. They had encountered what 
Blumer (1969, p. 22) calls an “obdurate effect” in the environment; their understanding 
of pedagogical practice learned at university in FoI-a did not match the reality of others 
in the FoI-b, the Teaching School.  
 
Also evident in Inez’ and Desley’s remarks is that experienced teachers did not engage 
them in further conversation on the topic. The responses of the Is in the school context 
were such that the desired pre-existing conditions of the university were difficult to 
achieve through interaction in the Teaching Schools. The student teachers’ behaviour can 
be explained through the regulation of their I by their Me as they started to see 
themselves as they believed significant others (experienced teachers) saw them, adapting 
their behaviour accordingly. As aspirants to the group ‘experienced teachers’, Inez and 
Desley were seeking to adopt similar perspectives about what counted as pedagogical 
strategies in FoI-b. They regulated their interactional behaviour by following the 
practices they observed in order to become more like the other, to belong to the social 
group. It was their ability to define teaching situations from the same standpoint as 
experienced teachers that made their personal controls possible (Mead, 1934).  
 

                                                 
3 Pseudonyms for participants are used throughout the paper. 
4 The Eight Learning Management Questions (Lynch & Smith, 2006) are a set of sequential 
design based questions that form part of the BLM Learning Design. The expectation is that all 
BLM students master and implement the BLM Learning Design during their preparation and in-
field experience.  
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In turn, the responses of experienced teachers to the students’ talk about BLM 
pedagogical practices reflect their own pre-existing conditions and sense of self as 
teachers. The student explanations of BLM requirements did not fit experienced teachers’ 
preconceptions of “teaching.” By filtering out student ideas, experienced teachers’ 
identities as professionals who know what needs to be known about teaching were 
protected. The imbalance in the power arrangements between the experienced teacher and 
the student teacher ensured that, in this relationship, the experienced teachers’ views held 
sway and the pre-existing conditions of the university did not wield substantial power 
over the meaning-making of participants (Bullough & Draper, 2004; Hargreaves, 2000). 
 
The following comments additionally show how student teachers encountered a different 
frame of reference in FoI-b: 
 

Being in the schools was like a different world. I didn’t really think about uni. 
[One of my lecturers] visited during one of my portal tasks, I think it was the 
second one, but she didn’t stay long. That was the only contact I ever had and the 
teachers had no idea of what I was doing at uni. I was really disappointed about 
that. (Fiona) 

 
The supervising teachers I had said they had no idea about what we were doing at 
uni. None of them had had much contact at all with the uni, I don’t think. I found 
it more practical to follow what my supervising teachers suggested. (Catherine) 

 
These and the previous data highlight a demarcation between the two fields of 
interaction, the university and the school, evincing a university-school divide. We 
interpret this as the theory-practice gap defined by Pfeffer and Sutton (2000), wherein 
key players in associated institutions hold conflicting views about best practice. Student 
teachers and, by extension, some experienced teachers were unable to put into practice 
the preferred BLM theory because the pre-existing conditions of the fields of interaction 
were in conflict. We now extend this notion by focusing on reproduction of the theory-
practice gap in practice. 

Reproduction of the theory-practice gap in Teacher Education 
A key feature of our analysis is that participants both as individuals and as part of a 
collective contributed to the reproduction of the gap between theory and practice. The 
data illustrate this insofar as ten of fourteen participants upheld the belief that, when 
compared with in-field experience, much of what goes on in teacher education courses is 
not relevant. The claim and indications of what is meant by relevance are contained in the 
following comments about first-year courses: 
 

The Futures course was a load of rot. How will that kind of thing help me to 
teach? I really wonder why we did it. (Anita) 
 
That course that was out there at the university for SOSE was totally ridiculous as 
far as I’m concerned. We had a couple of lessons and they took us…[on a 
camp]… to X (name withheld) and as far as I’m concerned I got nothing out of it. 
Definitely a general feeling, I would say. (Anthony) 
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These informants’ explanations of an absence of relevance can be explained through the 
pre-existing conditions of the individuals concerned. That is, anticipatory socialisation 
and prior attitudes and beliefs about the role of teacher education dictate that a restricted 
set of interactions should take place between participants and others in the environment 
(Chang, 2004). This did not include interactions such as excursions (SOSE) or studies of 
the implications of globalisation on the world at large (Futures). In their interactions with 
others, participants’ judgments and perceptions were regulated by additional beliefs they 
had already formed about the nature and value of teacher education. Gay, for example, 
said she believed that “training can only take you to a certain point” and Inez noted that: 
 

Uni is important for all the background stuff but I always knew I’d learn more 
from being in the classroom.  

 
Similarly, our informants made clear distinctions between the educational functions of 
the university and the school in their development as professionals, as exemplified in 
Desley’s comments: 
 

Desley: A lot of the theory was a bit out there. It would depend on 
the lecturer. 

Interviewer:  What is your concept of what theory means? 
Desley:  Reading and writing. Theorists. The why you do things 

rather than how. What we did at uni. Learning it has been 
useful in some ways. 

Interviewer:   Did you believe it was useful when you were at uni? 
Desley:  No, because you couldn’t see it happening. It’s different in 

schools. School tends to focus on content. Uni focuses on 
psychology of why rather than the content. There are 
different ways of teaching the lessons but, in the end, it’s 
content. 

 
These data associate theory with university and practice with schools. This is despite an 
acknowledgement by participants that the university program included both practical 
components and links with practice. For example, participants appreciated the practical 
application of what they learned in KLA courses and commented on the value of being 
taught by teachers who “came in” (Elizabeth) to the university environment as seconded 
and sessional staff. The program also entailed student teachers going out into the school 
environment through regular portal tasks and internship. Nevertheless, despite these 
acknowledged pre-existing conditions of the environment, what was strongly maintained 
was that the university was not about the “practice” of teaching that was perceived of 
instead as the jurisdiction of schools. Our informants reproduced and sustained the gap 
between the university and schools when they associated one environment with theory 
and the other with practice. 
 
Taken together, in theoretical terms, the participants’ data indicate that they could not be 
“talked out” of what they already believed (Knowles & Holt-Reynolds, 1991, p. 103). 
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Their pre-existing beliefs had generated a cultural expectation that there would be a 
theory-practice gap between the university and the school. They further acknowledged 
and accepted that cultural and institutional barriers between the two environments were 
not theirs to overcome. This interpretation is lent credence by participants’ responses to 
the generalised other, namely, experienced teachers working in schools. 

Response to the generalised other 
The human response to the generalised other is not dependent on contextual proximity. 
The individual can define situations in the absence of other people (Shibutani, 1955), as 
exemplified in this study. During preparation, student teachers’ beliefs and actions were 
continuously influenced and shaped by what they judged to inform the attitude of those in 
the school setting. That is, they reacted to their expectation of the generalised other 
(experienced teachers). We draw two examples from the data to provide evidence for 
this. In the university setting, Carl selected out from all the practices he was taught those 
he saw as having application in the school setting: 
 

When it came to doing lesson planning, if I thought I could use it in the classroom 
then I sat up and took notice. 

 
In interacting with one environment, the university, Carl made deliberate choices about 
the types of practices and activities that he believed would facilitate his orientation in 
another environment, the school. His decision-making was informed by his aspiration to 
adopt the attitudes of the generalised other in the school environment. He selected out 
from the university environment those things that he believed would help him gain 
membership in the school environment at some time in the future.  
 
Our second example shows that expectations about the generalised other were powerful 
in the identity formation of some student teachers: 
 

Some stuff [in the BLM] I couldn’t see myself using as a teacher. Wasn’t sure it 
would work. I talked to mum and my sister about things like the planning 
templates and they both said they’d never use them. Other things I was more 
interested in. (Bianca) 

 
In eliciting the opinions of experienced teachers in her family, Bianca was searching for 
the attitudes of the group whose perspectives she wanted to assume. In doing so, she 
displayed a capability for vicarious role taking (“I couldn’t see myself …”), projecting 
herself into a future role defined by her expectation of what her membership of the group 
in the school environment would mean. In the case of both Carl and Bianca, the 
participants’ I determined what kind of environment was relevant to them as prospective 
teachers.  
 
Bianca’s remarks also illustrate the breadth of the representation of the generalised other, 
‘experienced teacher,’ for this group of participants. Her mother and sister represent the 
collective. Consistent with Mead’s view that the generalised other comprises a range of 
disparate attitudes, beliefs and behaviour, participants actively sought out and referred to 
perspectives of a number of others. Family member teachers featured especially in the 
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discourse of several informants as well as Bianca, such as Earl whose wife had been 
teaching for five years: 
 

I would sit at the dinner table and talk to my wife and say, look, this is happening. 
What can I do or how can I possibly get this across? Or this child just doesn’t 
understand it. I explained it this way and this way and she would suggest, have 
you tried it this way? Have you done it another way? 

 

Similarly, Anthony’s perspectives were influenced by the practices of his son’s teacher in 
a local elementary school: 
 

I was so impressed with what [my son] was doing for this unit on Egypt that I 
rang his teacher and asked him how he did it, you know, the secret of his success. 

 
These are instances of student teachers defining objects (e.g. teacher practice) and other 
people (family members) from the perspective that they seek to share with them. 
Informants visualised their proposed lines of action from this generalised standpoint (how 
to teach the unit on Egypt) and anticipated the reactions of others (“wasn’t sure it would 
work”), thus regulating their professional behaviour (Shibutani, 1955). 
 
At this point we suggest that the data show that pre-existing conditions across a range of 
individual characteristics and institutional arrangements, in the university and the school, 
have a defining effect on people in the liminal period between being a “student” and, 
later, a “teacher.” The data reveal the dyadic nature of interactions between informants 
and others in the social group, reflecting what Mead refers to as rationality.  

Rationality 
Some interactions involved a coming together and taking up of ideas from both students 
and significant others in the school setting. Rationality is a multi-faceted and 
disequilibratory process, evident in this study in the imbalance between the levels of 
engagement of teachers with students’ ideas than students with teachers’. According to 
respondents’ comments, experienced teachers showed minimal interest in their ideas 
when they were students. However, once they were teachers some of their practices 
caught other teachers’ attention, as illustrated by: 
 

They were really keen to hear your opinion on some things you’d learned; they 
were really good at that. As with the Inspiration program that I talked about 
before, I’d had a little bit of dealing with that so I sat down with the Assistant 
Principal and said, well, this is what I’ve sort of learned. And the other teachers I 
work with, they were really keen to look at the program as well so we sat down 
and added this [program] to what we do. (Earl) 

 
There was some stuff, like Google Earth, that the other [year level teachers] liked 
so I showed them how to use it. [They said they could] use it in a couple of the 
second term units. (Fiona) 
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These are examples of rationalised social interaction (Mead, 1934) whereby participants 
(now teachers) both controlled their actions through the behaviour of others and 
controlled others’ actions through their own. The behaviour of these individuals can be 
explained through the dynamic nature of their selves and the co-evolution of their I 
through their mutual social interaction (Beames, 2005).  

Generalisations 
Our intention in this paper has been to demonstrate how Mead’s theory of emergence 
predicts the obduracy of the theory-practice gap in front-end loading university programs. 
In using teacher education as an exemplar, we are not suggesting that all pre-professional 
programs are alike. On the contrary, we acknowledge that there are many differences 
between discipline areas in pre-service programs (Neville, Sherman, & Cohen, 2005). 
What is more, those individuals entering pre-service teaching programs have been shown 
to carry with them preconditions unique to their discipline emerging from anticipatory 
socialisation into the profession (Lortie, 1975). Nevertheless, while acknowledging the 
use of a small study sample, we argue that an important theoretical insight emerges from 
this research that is in principle generalisable to other front-end loading programs.  
 
The pre-existing conditions of front-end programs are often such that participants interact 
with different sets of conditions in the different fields of interaction of the university and 
the workplace, resulting in a power play between the two fields. While the discourse of 
many university programs holds that both fields contain similar and complementary 
frames of reference (see, for example, Beattie, 2001; Hudson, et al., 2001), participants 
tend to differentiate between the two fields and begin setting standards for themselves in 
ways that align with the workplace. The agentive power of students is significant in 
determining their trajectories through their undergraduate program. That is, they make 
active choices about what is important to them in terms of workplace practice and 
behaviour and about what they will adopt as their own. Given that individuals tend to 
adopt the behaviours and attitudes of the group to which they aspire (Mead, 1938), this 
generally means that they attach more importance to the practice of the workplace than 
the theory of their university learning. We propose that this is how the theory-practice 
gap in front-end loading programs and Teacher Education especially is co-produced and 
sustained.  
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