This article was published by the Dayton Daily News as an “Other Voices” column, in May 2004.

By John Garland  

On April 25, Bill Cosby honored his commitment to do a benefit performance for Central State University at the Schuster Center. Less than a month later in Washington, D.C., he gave a speech with similar themes at an event celebrating the 50th anniversary of Brown vs. the Board of Education, the U.S. Supreme Court decision that said "separate but not equal" schools were unconstitutional. 

On both occasions, Cosby criticized white and black and rich and poor families for failing to be good parents. But he also singled out low-income blacks for the high dropout rates among their children and black fathers for walking away from their families. His remarks ignited passionate conversations about what's to become of our children. And some criticized Cosby for not understanding how hard it is to be black and poor in this country. 

I write to talk less about Cosby's strong support for higher education, in general, and Central State University, in particular, but about his powerful message about the decline of parenting in America. After more than 40 years of witnessing Cosby on the big and small screen and in a number of venues, a few constants emerge. First, he is indeed one of the funniest and most accomplished comedic performers in the world. He is also among the most educated, having earned a doctorate degree in education from the prestigious University of Massachusetts at Amherst. And perhaps because he came of age during a time when we practiced the "It takes a village" form of child-rearing, he has a thing or two to say about parenting. 

The most striking feature about Dr. Bill Cosby is his ability to speak to different audiences and deliver a message that is educational, funny, and meaningful. He speaks with grace, style, and care. That is what he did in Dayton, before, I might add, a thoroughly racially mixed audience. 

And what did he say about parenting? He said we are asking too much of the mayor of Dayton or our schools, when we expect them to cure problems that are created in the home. He said newly minted Central State University teachers should not be forced to go into schools that are failing because of poor parenting and lack of parental involvement. He said as Dayton goes, so goes Ohio and so goes the nation. 

Cosby also made it clear that the lack of parenting is not restricted to inner cities, but is also a problem in the exclusive mansions of the suburbs and in rural districts. He was critical of parents who are not speaking proper English to their children, and he was even more critical of affluent parents who make up for the time they don't spend with their kids by giving them more and more. He unabashedly accused these parents of buying their children's affection. He also talked about physical spousal abuse, noting that violence in the home has a devastating impact on children: fearfulness, underachievement, anger and displaced violence. 

Cosby delivered a most thoughtful message about the decline of parenting and the fallout from it: selfishness; misogyny; unhappy children, violence and rampant commercialism. As he made clear, this is an American epidemic that only we can cure. 

We cannot rely on mayors, school boards, teachers or the police for remedies. Each one of us must do our part, beginning in our own homes. We need to begin parenting. And we need to join hands - those of us in the inner city with those of us in the suburbs and rural communities - and parent our children together. By doing so, we will elevate not only our own humanity but also our common future - our children. 

John Garland is president of Central State University. 

