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Author Note
This original version of this paper was written in the spring of 2,000 for a graduate class on how to teach writing. Coincidentally, the paper deadline followed shortly after the 30th anniversary commemoration of the May 4th, 1970, Kent State University, and thus the point and purpose of the article is slightly different that the one written on the syllabus. Some five springs later, I’m scheduled to graduate with a doctorate in curriculum and instruction from Kent State University and will begin teaching at Bowling Green State University in August of 2005. The purpose of this article is the same as that of my career: Help foster the climate that helps at-risk students close the achievement gap and experience the joys of college-level debate that includes the full Aristotelian ideal of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis.

 





Abstract
3,000 years ago, Aristotle proposed that the proper format for civilized debate is for there to be Thesis, Anti-Thesis, and Synthesis. This essay posits that the shooting of four Kent State University students by Ohio National Guardsman on May 4th, 1970, and the subsequent mass student protests, shattered the teamwork of educational synthesis that was found in the First Grade Studies (Guy and Bonds, 1967) and Jean Chall’s (1967) The Great Debate, and thereby hindered educational researchers from finding ways to close the achievement gap. Then starting in the mid-1990s, the National Research Council commissioned a series of reports that found synthesis in the fields of reading, math, and early literacy research. Furthermore, despite the tumultuous 2000 election, President George W. Bush and Senator Edward Kennedy submerged their political differences and teamed to pass the No Child Left Behind Act. Nonetheless, the 2004 elections once again unleashed the cultural wars, highlighted the Red State / Blue State Divide, and emboldened the idealogues on either end of the political spectrum. By illuminating the parallels between the divisive forces of today and those that swept the country before, during, and after May 4th, 1970, this author hopes to remind readers of the Educational Researcher, that maintaining a culture where synthesis thrives helps us all to maintain our collegial relationships, leads to the insights we might otherwise miss, and more importantly, ensures at-risk students receive the instruction they need. 
Four Dead in Ohio: How Three Decades of Us versus Them Debate 
Has Hindered Synthesis in Progressive Education
In her 1985 book Problem-Solving Strategies for Writing, Linda Flower states that beginning writers will often perform a “screen dump” when they begin their papers. These writers will quickly write down everything they know on a topic, and then think they are done. Flower says another favorite tactic of beginning writers is to tell their stories in chronological order in language relevant to themselves as opposed to the reader. In her article, “Researching Teacher-Research: A Practitioner’s Retrospective” Cathy Fleischer (1994) tells the story of “Fred” to illustrate of how male writers will often completely ignore the advice of their writing teachers and do things wrong on purpose. This paper was supposed to summarize everything that I learned about how to teach writing, and thus I tried to minimize my tendency to fall prey to the screen dump error, but alas, I am a male who seems to have done things wrong on purpose, because somehow, I’ve once again chosen to ignore the course grading rubric. Consequently, I have chosen to use my newly learned writing theories to explore a seemingly unrelated topic. Fortunately, I have at least learned to ignore what I learned as a high school journalist, and therefore I am not burying my thesis statement; instead I’m putting it at the end of the first paragraph: With the May 4th, 1970 shootings at Kent State University, the cause of progressive education was hamstrung for thirty years. 

Defense of Thesis
Now I don’t totally believe that I can prove either my primary or secondary thesis statement in a mere ten to twenty pages with only a few articles, books, and presentations worth of research to support my arguments. Nor do I believe that either thesis is the full gospel truth, for the arguments may be more correlational than cause and effect (Corbett, 1991). Furthermore, there have been many great progressive education ideas in the last 35 years—especially relevant to writing are those of process writing, free writing, and various stage theories. Nevertheless, I will still attempt to defend my contention that the shootings at Kent State exacerbated a tendency of academics to choose sides based on politics instead of trying to find a reasoned synthesis of opposing viewpoints. 

In fact, what made me propose the thesis that the Kent State shootings—and “The four dead in Ohio” that David Crosby, Stephen Stills, Graham Nash, and Neil Young (1974) anthemized—was Peter Elbow’s insistence in his Writing Without Teachers (1973), that he was tired of pre-ordained “synthesis.” With this declaration, Elbow was purposively discarding Aristotle’s 3000 year old formula of civic discourse which runs from Thesis and Antithesis to Synthesis (Aristotle, 1991). 
After explaining the techniques and benefits of “free writing” in the first part of his book, Elbow (1973) then devotes a 50-page appendix essay to arguing that there is a difference between “believers” and “doubters.” What is crucial here is that Elbow frames his debate immediately in what Corbett (1991) describes is ad populum terms. Everyone would prefer to be called a believer than a doubter, and therefore Elbow’s terms conjure up visions of a fire and brimstone sermon in which no one wants to called out by the preacher as not being good enough. 
Nonetheless, Elbow is constantly saying that it would be perfectly reasonable to be a doubter and that he is only making the case of why he is a believer, but time after time Elbow describes doubters in the “weasel” (Corbett, 1991) terms such as: clenching, literal, rejecting or fending off what is new, rigid, stubborn, hanging on, unmoving self, deflating, solitary or adversary activity, noise… while believers are described with “god” (Corbett, 1991) terms such as commitment, willingness to explore what is new, flexible, yielding, impulse for risk, meeting threat by bending, cooperative, supportive, listening, silence, agreeing. Consequently, there is little doubt which terms a person would choose to have St. Peter see on his or her final report card. Nor is there little doubt that the same type of reasoning has swept the nation in defining states as being either Red or Blue. Ironically, in November of 2004, even though they are using the same god and weasel terms listed by Elbow, it is the liberals who question why Christian conservatives not only emphasize believing, but ridicule anyone who has doubts about the Iraq War. Consequently, to some liberals, “God” has become a weasel term. 
Whether Elbow’s musings were the cause or not, there is no doubt that the third part of Aristotle’s formula of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis quickly disappeared from American civil discourse. Instead we now have newspapers and cable TV “news” networks that thrive on pitting a “liberal” versus a “conservative” personality in a thesis/antithesis or point/counterpoint format, yet never is there a third segment where the two talking heads discuss a synthesis viewpoint. Of course, in the mid to late 1970s Dan Akroid and Jane Curtain portrayed and foreshadowed this thesis/anti-thesis format to perfection on the comedy show, Saturday Night Live. Inevitably, Akroid would begin his thesis with comments that started with, “Jane, you slimy rat…” and ended with far worse raunchy nicknames.
Elbow’s ad populum undercutting of his attempts to sound conciliatory towards doubters, contrast with Jeanne Chall’s efforts in the conclusion of her 1967 book Learning to Read: The Great Debate. She begins by calling researchers on both sides of the issue, “Intelligent, serious scholars”. Then she explains: 

The existence of a controversy is in itself a phenomenon deserving serious study. We can no longer afford the luxury of anger and indiscriminate blaming. When a body of “truths” has been accepted in theory and practice for nearly fifty years, we must closely examine the foundation upon which it was built before replacing it with a new set of truths (p. 305).
The switch from civil discourse to an ad populum—us versus them style—seems to coincide with the shock that on May 4th, 1970, the government actually was willing to have guardsmen shoot Kent State students in order to close off debates. The lyrics surrounding the Crosby et al. (1974) refrain “Four Dead in Ohio” capture this mood:

Tin soldiers and Nixon's coming, we're finally on our own.
This summer I hear the drumming, four dead in Ohio
Gotta get down to it, soldiers are cutting us down. 
Should have been done long ago. 
What if you knew her and found her dead on the ground?
How can you run when you know (Crosby et al., 1974)?
Interestingly, the survivors of the May 4th shootings, who spoke at the 30th anniversary commemoration on May 4th 2000, still could not piece together an answer to the question “Why?”

Fortunately, the impartial observers such as myself, who attended “Reflecting in Faith” at Wesley Chapel on May 3rd, 2000, could finally piece together an answer to “How?” the shootings happened. The Reverend John Simons—who was the Chaplain of the Ohio National Guard who was on site and on duty at the time of the shootings—gave enough background to support his thesis that no officer or guardsman gave an order to “Fire!” on May 4th, 1970, but that circumstances led to the shootings. He explained that the troops were tired and emotionally drained from two days of trying to restore calm and protect buildings and property. He mentioned that on several occasion, most notably when students set fire to the ROTC building, cut fire hoses, and threw objects at the guardsmen, the guardsmen began to respond by throwing the objects back at the students.  

The director of the Oral History Project—a project that has been recording the stories of survivors and participants for the ten years leading up to the 30th anniversary commemoration—then gave support to Simmons’ thesis by recounting a moving story of one of the survivors. According to the director, her informant had been standing beside Jeffery Miller just moments before the shootings. Of the four students who were killed, Miller was one who had been the most outspoken about the war, and the one who was closest to the guardsmen when he was shot. 
According to the informant, when the troops who began “retreating” back up the hill and away from the parking lot where the students were gathered, Miller picked up a hefty rock and was about to throw it at them. The informant then suggested to Miller that since he was bigger and more athletic than Miller, that he would actually have a better chance of hitting the guardsmen. Miller gave the informant the rock, and the informant heaved a direct hit. Almost instantaneously the troops turned and started shooting. The informant believed he was responsible for the guardsmen’s reaction and Miller’s death.

Several other collaborating stories made the writing project director believe that Simons’ thesis was correct: That it was almost inevitable that one of the students was going to do something so egregious to provoke one guardsman into shooting, and that in group think mentality, it was inevitable that at least some of the other guardsmen would join in. Those of us who were “impartial” and “objective” listeners in Wesley Chapel were convinced and came to believe that the “How?” thesis put forward by Simons was correct. And at least we were somewhat satisfied that there had been no conspiracy on the day of the shootings by the guardsmen at the scene. 
Nevertheless, answering the “How?” question does not explain the overarching “Why?” question: “Why were the guardsmen carrying loaded weapons in such a volatile situation. Trying to find the answer to this “Why?” question leads back to Governor James Rhodes and President Richard Nixon who were using a “Law and Order” rhetoric that demonized anti-war protestors. And in turn, the shootings and the law and order rhetoric led the students, Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young, and a generation of scholars (within a few weeks of the shootings, over 500 universities were shut down in a student strike that involved over 5 million students) to retaliate with similar us versus them rhetoric. And as we saw in the dueling ads comparing and contrasting Bush and Kerry’s war records, “rust never sleeps (Young, 1979)”. 
Creating a Map of My Own History

Before I explain in more detail why I believe that the Kent State shootings has kept progressive education from reaching appropriate compromise, let me digress a bit so that I can confront the fact that I, like anyone else (Chall, 1967 and Chomsky, 2000), am bounded by my own place in history. Therefore I will point out that I was born on February 27th, 1959 in Berea, Ohio. That means I grew up in the 1960s. Because of my parents’ jobs and activism, I experienced firsthand some of the heady exuberance of the civil rights movement and the race to the moon, while most of the negative incidents were experienced by distant people in the ephemeral images of TV. My schooling even began concomitantly as the biggest educational research project of any decade—“The cooperative research program in first-grade-reading instruction” (Bond & Dykstra, 1967). The research was conducted a year before I started first grade, and the studies were published a year after I finished, but if I had been part of the studies, my mom actions would have been strictly forbidden in modern randomized sampling procedures, because she demanded that the principal to move me out of the class that was using i.t.a.—the initial teaching alphabet—and place me into the classroom that was using the 1961 version of the Ginn basal that Jeanne Chall describes in Learning to Read: The Great Debate (1967). Then when my teacher dumped me into the third reading group, my mom followed Rudolph Flesch’s (1955) advice and taught me how to read so that I could catch up. Finally, my mom pushed again and got me placed into the first reading group. Who knows how long I would have been stuck in the “buzzard” group (Jane Davidson, 1977), and where I would have been ended up without a mom who happened to be an English teacher. Who knows if “Kent State” would have crossed my consciousness the first time around if a couple of years earlier my sister hadn’t been invited by our babysitter to attend a Kent State sorority’s little sibs weekend.
Vygotsky (1999) felt that coincidences and chance could have as much to do with how our lives turn out as logical and rational planning. For Vygotsky, his chance was that his was one of the three percent of Jewish applicants that was chosen by lot to be allowed to enter the Medical School of Moscow University. This paper and its thesis happen to be a chance intersection of all the above recounted facts and details of my life; all of the facts and figures that I don’t have space to write about; and the simple fact that in the Spring leading up to the 30th anniversary of May 4th, 1970, I happened to be taking a graduate course in how to teach writing at Kent State University. 
In setting up the syllabus and writing assignments, my professor simultaneously followed the suggestions of Ken Macrorie (1988) and Peter Elbow (1973). Just as Macrorie suggests in The I-Research Paper, we were asked to write a research paper of our own choosing. Because the class was a graduate class in writing research, our topics were to be limited to papers that dealt with writing. Most of my fellow students were still teaching, consequently most of my classmates conducted research into how the writing that was going on within their own classrooms. I happened to be on sabbatical from the Cleveland Municipal Schools, so I decided to research how I could improve my own writing. I hoped to create a map of the territory (Hayakawa, 1972; Britton 1970) of writing theory so that I could formulate some strategies that I feel comfortable with on how to teach writing to elementary school students. 

Just as Elbow suggests in Writing Without Teachers (1973), my professor asked that we write a personal piece every week so that our classmates could react to it. I surprised myself one week when I dug deep into my undergraduate training under Jon Stallworthy and wrote a poem on the frustrations of teaching phonics to undergraduate pre-service teachers. But most weeks I fell back into what I did as lead sportswriter for my weekly high school newspaper: I wrote journalistic essays. For one of my weekly assignments, I wrote an essay that asked the university to change its parking lot mentality that encourages students to drive around the perimeter of campus. I suggested that alumni groups join in with the university to fund the construction of a grand causeway/ promenade/arborway that would draw students and visitors to walk across campus past the May 4th memorials. My essay was published in the school newspaper, The Kent Stater, but there was still within me a sense that Crosby et al.’s (1974) refrain, “Four Dead in Ohio” was going to keep ringing in my ears. 

Nevertheless, I still had not connected May 4th with my I-Search paper. In fact, even when the focus of my I-Search paper changed from learning all I could about becoming a better writer, to being a personal quest for the reason why progressive educators had hardened their hearts, my first hypothesis was that the elections of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher had forced progressive educators to fear for their jobs so much that loyalty to a party line was more important than following reason. 
Defense Redux: This Time More Related to Me

Two readings helped me shift my focus of my paper and led to the Reagan/Thatcher hypothesis. First I read Lev Vygotsky’s Thought and Language (1999). I felt empathy when I read find that Vygotsky was very much interested in history and the arts, and that his first major essay was on Shakespeare’s Hamlet—which became a focal point of his book The Psychology of Art. Later he began studying schizophrenics, and from these studies percolated his ideas about the separation of thought and language. These biographical highlights were especially encouraging, to someone who majored in English Literature and biology as an undergraduate, who earned a masters degree in special education, who spent fourteen years developing teaching methodologies to help students with learning disabilities, and whose first journal article was on Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice. Furthermore, Vygotsky points out that we can often think complex thoughts but not be able to explain them. Again this may be a fact more obvious to some people than others, but in a family where my great-uncle, brother, and niece have been talented artists it is “obvious” that much can be thought and expressed without using words. From his musings about thought and language Vygotsky correctly predicted that since chimpanzees are able to mimic actions better than they can mimic vocalizations, that chimpanzees might be more easily taught sign language than verbal language. Whether they are taking the information directly from Vygotsky or not, some progressive moms are now teaching their babies how to sign and my wife, a La Leche League leader, reports, “It’s scary to see a 9 month old ‘talking’ to you”. On the other hand, Vygotsky did not fully anticipate the fact that humans have been found to be pre-wired to speak languages and that although less so than most animals, humans are subject to critical periods that help determine when is the optimal age for learning their native or a foreign language. 

In and of itself, Vygotsky’s book (1999) had nothing to do with my shift, but it added weight to the thoughts expressed by Janet Emig in her book Web of Meaning (1983). In her second to last article, “The Tacit Tradition,” originally given as a keynote speech to the Canadian Council of Teachers of English in 1979, Emig points to her philosophical lineage of educational theorists who had multi-disciplinary backgrounds and a biological bent to their research. She asks: 

Our next source of ancestors, I suggest, we will find in biology—specifically, in neural science… Why Biology? If our criterion is explanatory power, and if the phenomenon of the brain’s transformation to mind via the processes of symbolization is to be explained, I do not see how we can choose otherwise. If we agree that selected subprocesses orchestrate to produce writing, I also do not see we can choose otherwise, since these subprocesses are all brain based… (p. 152-153).

She then lists how Jean Piaget, Vygotsky, Eric Lenneberg, Susanne Langer, and A. R. Luria had biology/psychology/medical backgrounds that were similar to her the cross-disciplinary approach used at MIT when she was earning her doctorate. Later in the essay Emig argues, “One reason for the inevitability of a multi-disciplinary approach for research into writing and other linguistic functioning is that the scholars of our tacit tradition, within their own histories as thinkers and doers, are multi-disciplinarians (p. 155). 

Emig’s musings made me feel good because one reason why I chose to pursue a career in education—as opposed to biology, medicine, literature, journalism, or law—was that in my only education course, we had studied Piaget, and I had specifically noticed his biological background. But much to my chagrin, Emig’s next essay in The Web of Meaning, “Inquiry Paradigms in Writing”, published in the February, 1981 (hence my thoughts about Reagan and Thatcher) issue of the Conference on College Composition and Communication, was her declaration that she was following the lead of Egon G. Guba because she was becoming an anti-positivist. I was chagrined. Almost as much so as when eight months earlier, I had first read Guba and Yvonne S. Lincoln’s more recent tract: 

Positivism and postpositivism. Proponents of these two paradigms, given their foundational orientation, take the position that all paradigms can be accommodated... 
Critical theory and constructivism. Proponents of these two paradigms join in affirming the basic incommensurability of the paradigms… thus constructivism and positivism/postpositivism cannot be logically accommodated anymore than, say, the ideas of flat versus round earth can be accommodated (1998, page 216). 

In his Elements of Reasoning, Corbett (1991) argues that there is no such thing as a “mixed” metaphor, but merely a metaphor you disagree with. Consequently, I must first point out that I’ll point out that I find it strange that qualitative researchers would find dignity in associating their cause with “flat-earthers” (they couldn’t be claiming the other side of the metaphor since Galileo must have been a positivist) but I won’t go to far in that direction. Then I will point out that I disagree with the intent of the Guba and Lincoln’s metaphor. As a biology and literature double major, I haven’t been able to understand the need for the hyperbole although Aristotle suggests that tempered pathos is one of the three key components of rhetoric. I recognize that many past and present quantitative researchers have oppressed quantitative researchers, but this is no reason to argue that the whole field of quantitative research is evil. Instead the quarrel should be with the individual qualitative researchers who have done or are doing the oppressing. 
Of all scientists, biologists should recognize that both quantitative and qualitative methodologies are necessary. In the 19th century, Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution is essentially a grounded theory based on observing the differences in animals and fauna on the various Galapagos Islands. So biology has a long history of accepting and glorifying qualitative research. Furthermore, biologists have reported their qualitative findings in “thick descriptions” with elegant metaphors that capture the fancy of the public. Darwin again is a good example. I never read the Origin of the Species in my undergraduate biology classes, but instead I read it in my Victorian Literature class, and it is my English Professor wife who owns Darwin’s The Voyage of the Beagle. 
Biology also has a long history of quantitative research; in fact in the same period as Darwin, an Austrian monk named Gregor Mendel was formulating his theories about dominance and recessive genes by counting yellow and green peas, wrinkled and smooth peas, and short and tall pea plants. Nothing could be more “positivistic”. Yet, ironically, according to my introductory biology professor, Darwin kept Mendel from speaking at the Royal Academy of Science (Keeton, 1972). Thus, in biology it was the qualitative researcher who oppressed the quantitative one.

Even more ironically, according to modern standards, (Keeton, class lecture, Fall Semester 1977) suggests that Mendel should have been kept from presenting his data, for the entirely different reason that he fudged it. For instance, out of all the traits that he could have been studying, the seven he chose to record were the only seven traits in pea plants that follow a straight up dominance and recessive pattern (Keeton, 1972). Furthermore, the numbers he counted were closer to his theoretical ratios than any scientist has been able to duplicate since (Keeton, class lecture, Fall Semester 1977). Which means that Keeton was saying up front that Mendel wasn’t a god; Mendel must have been ignoring characters that didn’t fit the dominance vs. recessive pattern and fudging his data for the seven he did write about. Keeton was clearly distinguishing between the greatness of Mendel’s theories, and the character of the “man” who had created them. Consequently, I could not understand why qualitative researchers couldn’t distinguish between the scientific knowledge gained through quantitative study and the evilness in the character of some quantitative researchers. 
Interegnum

After being disappointed in Emig’s (1983) taking up the same virulent rhetoric of anti-positivism, I returned to the original mission of my I-search—to become a better writer and to become a better teacher of writing. I read Nancie Atwell’s In the Middle (1984), parts of Donald Grave’s A Fresh Look at Writing (1994), Edward P. J. Corbett’s Elements of Reasoning (1991), and Aristotle On Rhetoric (1991). Nonetheless, it wasn’t until I was reading Peter Elbow’s Writing Without Teachers (1973) on May 2nd, 2000 that I was struck by Elbow’s comments about synthesis, believers, and doubters, and that I made the connection back to the Kent State shootings on May 4th, 1970.

Conclusion

As I said at the beginning, I do not think that the us versus them rhetoric has stopped progressive education from advancing teaching methods, but I do believe that the lack of synthesis has slowed it considerably. In fact, I think that it is ironic that as I followed the dreams of 1960s idealism, and became an urban educator, the woes of our urban schools became worse and now we can read newspaper articles every other day that discuss the achievement gap. I knew that there was much reforming to be done in urban schools, but I didn’t fully anticipate that progressive educators with their us versus them mentality would be the most outspoken against any reforms that smacked of basic. They ignored that lower SES urban students may need a synthesis of progressivism and basics more than Upper middle class suburban students. (Delpit 1991; Yeh. 1998). In fact, one of the problems with the First Grade Studies was that Bonds and Dykstra eliminated all the urban sites from the compilation of their statistics (Willis & Harris 1997). Willis and Harris concede that most of the elimination could have been legitimately based on poor methodology on the part of the urban site coordinators; nevertheless they argue that we still don’t have any urban data and/or studies which we can make judgments as to the most effective method. Thus in the ultimate irony, and as an indication between the harshness of the split between the public and the academy that had begun 10 years earlier, was that the very year that conservatism became mainstream when Reagan was elected President of the United States of America, the outspoken whole language proponent Kenneth Goodman was elected president of the International Reading Association.
As Rudolph Flesch noted in 1955, if the schools don’t teach phonics, and Johnny needs phonics, then it is the duty of parents to teach Johnny phonics. But if Johnny is African-American and needs phonics, and Johnny’s parents are illiterate themselves or they put their faith in the schools to teach phonics, isn’t it Johnny who is going to be left behind? As I noted earlier, when I, a professional class suburban white male was demoted to the buzzards reading group, my mom the high school English teacher stepped in to teach me how to read. 
When Elbow talks about doing away with synthesis and classical rhetoric, it’s easy for him to make the suggestion because his examples, metaphors, and allusions indicate that he must have learned classical rhetoric, just as somewhere he learned phonics, and basic arithmetic facts. Consequently, what bothers me the most about Emig’s essays is that she specifically talks about a “third way” in the middle—which she considered herself a part of—yet she spent her time arguing against positivism and supporting Guba’s position on the left. According to Emig, Constructivism is the third way middle, while for Guba and Lincoln constructivism is the only way. (And by the way, us males aren’t such dolts that we don’t notice that when “positivism” is shortened to “P” that the speaker is making an equivocal (Corbett, 1991) shift so that the “P” now stands for “penis”—which turns it into an ad populum argument that we are supposed to pretend is not derogatory to our personage.) By expressing a preference for the left over the right, Emig gives credence to Guba and Lincoln’s elimination of the middle. It all seems so much a game of semantics that takes time away from finding solutions that work. 

Following the rubrics of Elbow, I could easily turn this essay into a book. I could loop each of my arguments and explain each more fully. I know that I should send e-mails to Emig and find out how she came to side so strongly with the anti-positivists even at the same time she was arguing for multi-disciplinary research that focused on Neuroscience. Just like I know that I need to read all the essays in the 786 page Cross Talk in Comp Theory: A Reader (Villanueva, 1997). In fact, I could spend days just compiling a list of leads that I would need to follow. And in the end, it may or may not be possible for me to confirm and prove that a 13-second period in American History hamstrung progressive education for thirty years. It’s my general opinion that given enough time I could successfully defend that the May 4th shootings were the most important single factor in why progressive educators eliminated synthesis from their vocabularies and thought processes. But I also recognize that there are bound to be significant progressive educators who would not even have heard the name Kent State. I know I had forgotten or may not even have heard that tens of thousands of college students never finished their spring semester of 1970, nor had I heard that a similar tragedy of guardsmen shooting students took place a few weeks later at Jackson State—a traditionally African-American institution in Alabama—until I start reading about the event, listening to speakers, and participating in forums in conjunction with the 30th anniversary of the Kent State tragedy.

My real interest is not in proving or disproving my thesis about May 4th, 1970. My real objective is to convince other progressive educators that we all must rediscover the value of dialogue and synthesis. I can understand why the man who held the dying Allison Krause in his arms can not move on, and keeps aching for the apology and concession of guilt that he may never get. But we who were not so personally wounded must not get so stuck in the us versus them mentality that seems to have been inflamed on that day. Just because I agree with Elbow that fake pre-ordained synthesis is wrong, doesn’t mean that I believe true synthesis deserves to die and be forgotten. Similarly, in this era of No Child Left Behind (Paige, 2002), it becomes too easy to dismiss the entire act just because many of its mandates are underfunded and several of the regulations are jury-rigged in favor of conservative researchers who are the only ones who have been conducting large scale blind randomized studies. Nonetheless, the spoken intent of NCLB is good, because it is necessary to conduct large scale randomized studies to ensure methodologies are effective, and because it has been wrong to allow large numbers of at-risk students to slip through the cracks. 

Modern progressives must realize what Chall was hoping for—a synthesis of ideas that will liberate the downtrodden and the oppressed, and not just use them like a political pawn in our academic games to earn tenure. We should not focus on the wrong lessons from Kent or Jackson State; or the martyrs of the civil and voting rights movements; or of our fallen leaders—Malcolm, Martin, Bobby, and John. We owe them, our students, ourselves, and most importantly those students who are at-risk of a lifetime of educational underachievement and economic disenfranchisement to do better. 
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