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“You know Orion always comes up sideways.” That is the first line of “The Star-Splitter,” a poem by Robert Frost that Bruce introduced me to. Like Orion and like any self-respecting epistemologist, Bruce comes at life, at the world, sideways, peering around or under what we take for granted, to see what’s underneath. “Teaching as Failing,” for example, is the kind of essay on education he seizes on with delight. Star-Splitter tells the story of Brad McLaughlin, who “burned down his house for the fire insurance, and spent the proceeds on a telescope.” Why? “To satisfy a life-long curiosity about our place among the infinities. The best thing that we’re put here for’s to see; the strongest thing that’s given us to see with’s a telescope. Someone in every town seems to me owes it to the town to keep one.” Like Brad, Bruce’s curiosity to see what we don’t see with our ordinary ways of looking has led him to the unconventional, like helping foster kids to experience a semester abroad in Spain, France, or Germany. 

Bruce loves questions. I’m not sure he has ever met a question he d`idn’t like. He relishes situations that call for ad hoc thinking in the moment. Doubt, openness to re-examining what he thinks, what he, we, take for granted, are as natural as breathing. Paradoxically, of course, he is at the same time passionately, insistently, relentlessly committed – to children, to any and every experiment in nourishing a child’s capacity for wonder, learning, thinking for themselves, questioning their world, for freedom; any and every effort to enter into the gravity field of children, to nourish attention to the estate of childhood. 

For 20 years he has given me one of the most priceless gifts one friend can give another. He has listened and entered into what I say by asking questions, often pointed, persistent, interested, unexpected. Rather than turn off or turn aside in the face of my tendency to float off into abstractions he brings it down to earth with a thud, an apt, concrete real life situation, one he is involved in personally, usually. 

The two of us have been united for 20 years in a conspiracy, that began with an act of theft. “We snuck down to our local university one night and stole epistemology, as he puts it. Most people, he adds quickly, will head for the nearest exit a nanosecond after hearing the word “epistemology.” I found in Bruce someone who believes as passionately as I do that it needs to be brought back down to earth, to life, to children, to the crib, to the street, not buried in the ivory tower. Trying to explain that to ourselves and to others has been a large part of what we have been about for 20 years. Sharing that belief with me has been one of the best things that ever happened to me. 

Bruce has  persisted in his attention to street, crib, democratic epistemological practices in the face of the rolling eyes response, year after year, because he believes with Seymour Papert that our responsibility includes nourishing their capacity to think, to be inventive, rich, free epistemologists.

Generous, a democrat, contrarian, ice hockey enthusiast, sometime Hyde Park historian (1313 Building), first-rate literary stylist, never dull, routine, boring, humdrum, fuses the concrete and the theoretical. YALP. Theoria. An insatiable appetite for interesting, intelligent, unorthodox educational experiments, like the Weedpatch School. 

