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BSN student pays it foward

J oe Putignano watches from a bench in the back of a 
Charlestown courtroom as a woman in black jeans stands 
before the judge. The woman, on parole for petty theft, 

has failed a drug test. In a traditional court, she’d face prison 
time for violating parole, but this is drug court. Here, relapse 
is seen as a step on the path to recovery. It’s an innovative 
approach to addiction that has proven six times more likely 
to keep people in treatment long enough to get clean. 
 “This is the coolest clinical in the world,” says Putignano, 
who’s a student in the Accelerated Bachelor of Science in 
Nursing program at MGH Institute of Health Professions. 
“Instead of sending addicts to jail, drug court allows them 
to be part of the solution.” To his mind, health care and its 
approach to substance abuse needs a similar overhaul. 
 He should know. More than 20 years ago, a decade of 
active addiction exposed Putignano to the best and worst 
of the clinical system. While 
some clinicians treated him 
with empathy, many more 
dismissed him as a lost cause. 
He remembers being called 
hopeless, a dirty junkie, a 
drain on the system. Looking 
back, he marvels at how such 
encounters drove him further 
into addiction. “Shame is the 
backbone of addiction,” he 
explains. “To ask for help and 
to get shamed like that, it’s 
crippling.”  
 Yet some clinicians saw 
through Putignano’s addiction 
to his humanity. He remembers 
being told he didn’t have to 
live a life of such despair. Most 
significantly, a few clinicians 
shared their own stories of 
addiction and recovery. “I 
didn’t believe them at first,” he 
says. “I told them, ‘But you’re 
a doctor, you’re a nurse.’ And 
they said, ‘Yeah, and when I 
got clean I changed my life.’” 
Over the course of a decade, 
through devastating cycles of 
relapse and homelessness, 
those stories stayed with him, 
providing a flickering flame 
of hope. 
 Eleven years ago, 
Putignano embraced the 12 steps of Alcoholics Anonymous 
and kicked his heroin habit for good. A former gymnast 
in training for the Olympics, he resumed working out, 
rebuilding his body so he could perform breathtaking feats. 
He became an acrobat and contortionist, and spent several 
years performing on Broadway, at the Metropolitan Opera 
House, and with Cirque du Soleil. He also wrote a best-selling 
autobiography, Acrobaddict, and has been profiled several 

times on CNN and other national news organizations.
 Now, the 41-year-old Brockton native is on track to 
complete his nursing education next May so he can repay his 
good fortune with those still in the grip of addiction. “I was 
clinically dead twice when I was 19,” he explains. “I swore 
to myself, if I survive this, I’m going to come back and help 
other people.”
 He hopes to do that by getting a job where he can work 
on the front lines with addicts, using his knowledge from 
both sides of the issue to help transform the way health 
care practitioners care for them. “The way we’re treating 
substance abuse is not working,” he says. Stigma and a lack 
of understanding, he says, remain prevalent in the field; 
too many clinicians still treat addiction as a moral failing 
instead of a chronic disease that requires long-term care and 
encouragement. Using himself as an example, he says, “Yes, 

addicts are prone to relapse, but they can recover.” 
 His classmates give him hope that such change is possible. 
He and three fellow students participate in a population and 
health promotion community experience at the drug court 
to watch how a deeply entrenched system has taken a new 
approach. “We are a team,” he says of his classmates. “They 
have so much empathy, they are so open to learning, they 
help stabilize me on this path.”
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