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With the best of intentions

Teacher training institutions are not just places with buildings, classrooms, tutors, 
textbooks, lesson plans, and exams. They are also spaces for growing up to 
become somebody and someone – a space where future teachers are shaped in 
complex local moral worlds. 

In her book, Kari Dahl provides a unique and rare look into an unknown and often 
overlooked world as she takes us on a compelling journey inside the reality of 
teacher education and schooling in Kenya today. Relying on the author’s extensive 
immersion into the world of teacher training institutions, readers will become famil-
iar with the complex array of concerns that condition the spaces for teachers in 
training, and thus shape what professional identity means in a stratifi ed and 
diverse culture.

Drawing on a rich conceptual and theoretical vocabulary, we begin to understand 
how students in these teacher training colleges constantly negotiate and confront 
the complex constructions of ethnicity, gender, and class, as well as moral, reli-
gious, academic, and resource deprivation issues which they meet in the different 
institutional cultures.  

We hear the voices of fi ve young men and women on their way through college. 
Their stories reveal personal hopes and ambitions in their processes of becoming 
teachers as they struggle through college. We get a glimpse inside the authori-
tarian and bureaucratic Lexington teacher training college, the poor but account-
able Wummit teacher training college, and the run-down private teacher college 
called Global where students are kings and customers in poor surroundings. 

This story of the process of growing up and becoming an education professional in 
an African setting will appeal to readers interested in education, schooling, and 
international development. It will interest researchers, educational planners, 
teachers, and students in the fi elds of teacher education, professional studies and 
international educational studies within social psychology, social anthropology, 
ethnography, and microsociology.

Richly illustrated with photos.
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CHAPTER 1

Fields of teacher education: 
Deconstructed

Constructions of a field in friction
This book is about teacher education in the South, a thoroughly neglected field, 
but one which plays a major role in the lives of the large majority of children and 
young people in a part of the world where education is not a matter of course. 
Most children and young people in this part of the world live and grow up in 
school systems where western, and thus foreign, curricula have been implanted. 
Frictions ensue between people, persons, institutions, and educational tasks that 
cannot be understood without digging below the uneven surface. 

Nineteen years ago, when I first visited Kenyan schools, I was mostly con-
cerned with criticising the seemingly hierarchical, authoritarian, and non - 
de mocratic practices that could be witnessed with hundreds of barefoot children 
in bookless classrooms, using rote learning and behaviour modification as appar-
ently primary pedagogical strategies. Yet writing this book was a way of opening 
up for thinking about the possibilities that schooling presents without prescrib-
ing which kind of schooling should be realised. With the Best of Intentions seeks to 
expand the thinking about what is possible in a schooled life by exploring power, 
violence, and habitual practices in educational institutions. This book explores 
how subjects, specifically student teachers, engage in dialogical positioning and 
processes of becoming as they grow into being someone and somebody in the 
context of these institutions. The idea is that contextual surroundings ‘do’ some-
thing to us, but people also change the world in return, though in a less determin-
istic way than classical poststructuralism implies and in a more restrained way 
than new modes of positive psychology and liberalism suggest. Paraphrasing 
Butler (2002), it seems to me that pedagogy ought to be careful not to idealise 
certain ways of ‘doing schooling’ that produce new forms of hierarchy, exclusion, 
elimination, and abuse. For instance, I dispute those regimes of truth which tell 
us that certain kinds of pedagogy are beneficial and ideal, while others are false 




