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IBIs were intentional about nurturing the well-being of future generations of 
Black people, with named goals to “educate and socialize” Black children to “as-
sume . . . future roles” that were wide ranging, using the complementary pillars 
of Identity (Past), Purpose (Present), and Direction (Future).1 In this essay, we 
ask what IBIs can tell us about expansive ways to support the overall well-being  
of children and their families. Do IBIs shed light on and help us (re)imagine care-
giving models that are culturally relevant and sustaining? The scholarship on 
caregiving has identi�ed parenting characteristics that tend to be associated with 
well-being in children.2 Here, we present IBIs as a historic practitioner model of/for 
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tions, practices, and adaptations from African homelands endured–with a whole 
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cian Donald W. Winnicott dramatically noted, “there is no such thing as 
an infant.”10 This statement was meant to emphasize that humans are an 
altricial species, a species born without the ability to live independently. 
Indeed, humans have an innate expectation and need for caregiving. Care-
givers increase our odds of physical survival and provide social scaffolding 
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be an adaptive behavior.16 We use the term caregiver as an intentionally 
�exible de�nition indicating the person or persons who take caregiving re-
sponsibility for a child and to/with whom that child forms an attachment 
relationship. 

A striking feature of IBIs is that they assumed this broader picture of 
a caregiving alloparent community, in contrast to the usual focus on par-
ents or, even more narrowly, just biological mothers. All adults within IBIs 
worked thoughtfully together to provide a foundation for the future success 
of the children they served. IBI educational institutions situated every adult 
in contact with the community’s children as part of the caregiving system. 
Adults driving the bus, preparing and serving the food, and being involved 
with direct instruction all had relationships with the children and in�u-
ence over those children’s ideas, and worked collaboratively to adhere to a 
shared value system. Within IBIs, children thus experienced a very broadly 
de�ned caregiving network that extended, from the earliest years, beyond 
one biological parent. Notions of “the teacher” and “teaching” were also 
more expansive, and situated as central to the role of every adult who was 
part of an IBI. As stated in materials from the 
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their families, and their communities, they became equipped to be in the 
world and engage with a diverse community of stakeholders while main-
taining a sense of self and con�dence that armed them for numerous con-
texts. Security makes a human brave, and strong foundations allow space 
for risk-taking. 

Many IBIs published books, pamphlets, journals, and newspapers of 
their own to provide Black people with af�rming images of Blackness. In 
Chicago, for example, The Institute of Positive Education created a liter-
ary journal, Black Books Bulletin, that not only reviewed literature for ma-
ture readers but committed space to the ongoing review of children’s liter-
ature. Black caregivers could learn to discern between literature that would 
support their children’s positive identity development and literature that 
could be detrimental to their sense of self.22

4.  Trust-building.
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world, they satisfy a desire for interpersonal connection.27 The attachment 
relationship between caregiver and child has been described as one that be-



78 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Looking Back to Look Forward

nant communities–to learn about tools, strategies, mindsets, and values success-
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