
By ABBY AGUIRRE 
Fifteen minutes into an evening social studies class at Boricua College in 
Brooklyn, students were still trailing in, among them a young woman in a 
bus driver’s uniform, two single mothers and a 41-year-old security guard 
named Lessey Santiago. 

The lesson was on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, a theory posited in 
1943 by the psychologist Abraham Maslow. Drawn on the blackboard was 
a pyramid-shaped diagram ranking categories of human essentials, from 
bottom to top: “Physiological,” “Safety,” “Love/Belonging,” “Esteem” 
and “Self-Actualization.” 

“Think about what level you’re at,” the professor was saying. “And 
then start thinking about how to work your way up.” 

Mr. Santiago, settled into a front-row desk and studied the diagram 
intently. It seemed to him something was missing.  

He raised his hand. “What about positive thoughts?” he asked. 
Indeed, an absence of positive thoughts was a subject Mr. Santiago 

knew something about: at 23, he was told he suffered from depression 
and schizophrenia. Since then, he has endured a series of hospitalizations, 
including a 12-year stay at a home for the mentally ill in his native Puerto 
Rico. 

When he was released from that institution in 2006, Mr. Santiago knew 
what he wanted to do: go to school. But he had not been in a classroom 
since taking some college classes in Puerto Rico in some 15 years, and he 
was unsure if he could manage the responsibility.  

He worried that the years in the home might have harmed his memory; 
of his time there, he remembers so little: watching telenovelas, separat-
ing other patients who got into fist fights, the food — boiled beef and hot 
dogs — and how staff members 
would put on rubber gloves before 
touching him. 

“The days just passed by,” Mr. 
Santiago said. 

He feared that his medication, 
a strong antipsychotic drug called 
Haldol, which he still takes once 
a day, might have impeded his 
intellect. 

“It freezes your brain so you 
don’t think about anything.” 

He decided to return to New York, where he had gone to high school 
and where his mother, Irma Aponte, still lived, to seek help integrating 
back into what he called “normal life.” 

The Puerto Rican Family Institute referred Mr. Santiago to Project 
Moving On, a day treatment program at the Brooklyn Bureau of Com-
munity Service, one of seven organizations supported by The New York 
Times Neediest Cases Fund. The program worked with Mr. Santiago to 
manage his symptoms and to get specific about his goals. 

A year later, Mr. Santiago enrolled at one of Boricua College’s two 
Brooklyn campuses, where he is relishing the pressure of schoolwork. 

“It’s a good stress, not a bad stress,” he says. “If you don’t do your 
homework, you feel bad. If you do your homework, you feel better.” 

The Brooklyn Bureau of Community Service drew from the Needi-
est Cases Fund to buy Mr. Santiago $200 worth of textbooks this year. At 
the time, his only income was $450 in Social Security; recently he began 
a full-time job as a security guard. He still shares an apartment with his 
mother in Bedford-Stuyvesant where he does not pay rent. 

For the moment, though, he is engrossed in the curriculum at hand. 
Because of college credits previously earned, he is on track to graduate 

with a bachelor’s degree in 2009. He has applied to Pratt Institute, where 
he hopes to get an associate’s degree in building and construction. 

I work at a shelter,” a student in the back of the class at Boricua was 
saying. “And I think what we do is help people move up the levels.” 

The professor concurred. “A lot of nonprofits are dealing with getting 
people from this level,” she said, pointing to safety, “to this level,” she 
said, pointing to esteem. 

“Let’s talk about esteem,” she continued. “How many of you know 
someone who dropped out of school 
because they didn’t do well?” 

Everyone raised a hand, a response 
that provoked a follow-up question 
from a woman in the front row, one 
seat away from Mr. Santiago. 
	 “What do you call a person who 
maybe things don’t come easy to, 
but goes to school anyway and wants 
to move up the levels?” she asked. 

“Somebody who tries,” the  
professor said.  
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