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xiii

PREFACE

During the summer and fall of 2016, we witnessed a presidential cam-
paign season that, in my life, has no match for its negativity and its 
focus on fear, hate, and division. In my view, at the heart of much of 

the angst is the outrageous—and still growing—degree of economic inequal-
ity in the United States. Millions of people feel completely left out of the 
political and economic process, and the now virtually mythical “American 
dream” is out of reach for most people at the bottom of the status hierarchy. 
In this environment, it’s no wonder that people’s base instincts for survival 
and for protecting their own at the expense of “others” had great appeal. It 
is at times like these that it is imperative that higher education, once known 
as “the great leveler,” again be that beacon of hope for otherwise disenfran-
chised people.

As was evident in campaign rhetoric, there seems to be signifi cant lack 
of agreement on so many major social issues, from the environment to pub-
lic education to the economy. The one thing we can all agree on is that we 
have some serious challenges ahead; we need to focus the best of our minds 
and intellects on fi nding solutions. It is completely unacceptable that we 
are squandering the brainpower of over half our young people because of 
the negative effects of racism, poverty, and social marginalization, such as 
happens to members of nonmajority racial and ethnic groups, people who 
are considered different based on affectional orientation or gender identity, 
people who live with chronic economic insecurity, and others about whom 
there are negative stereotypes.1

I will provide evidence that members of these groups systematically 
experience conditions in their life, based on one or more of these identities, 
that result in chronic stress and, therefore, decreased physical and mental 
health and social and economic opportunity. The cost of the many kinds 
of scarcity in their life—money, health, respect, safety, affi rmation, choices, 
belonging—is seriously reduced “mental bandwidth” (Mullainathan & 
Shafi r, 2013). Bandwidth refers to the cognitive and emotional resources 
needed to deal with making good decisions, learning, caring for family, hav-
ing healthy relationships, and more. People who are operating with depleted 
mental bandwidth can face serious challenges in achieving academic suc-
cess, starting in childhood (Levy, Heissel, Richeson, & Adam, 2016), and 
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xiv  PREFACE

are much less likely to make it to college. For those who do make it, their 
bandwidth capacity often keeps them from learning and, therefore, persist-
ing and graduating from college.

A variety of interventions have been tried in high schools and colleges 
that have shown some promise for helping students gain back bandwidth. I 
will provide information on these evidence-based strategies and share some 
other ideas based on my work and the work of many colleagues who are 
valiantly trying to help students succeed in college against signifi cant odds. 
These interventions are for inside and outside the classroom and address 
not only cognitive processes but also sociopsychological, noncognitive fac-
tors that are relevant to the college environment as a whole. This book will 
be helpful, therefore, to instructors, student affairs professionals, and college 
and university administrators, all of whom have an interest in creating learn-
ing environments where all students have a chance to succeed.

We absolutely need fundamental change in U.S. society so that more 
than half of our young people are not at educational and life disadvantages;  
until that happens, however, we need to work to increase the chances of those 
students in our colleges and universities. I nurture the hope that if more 
students could get the support they need to succeed in college, they could be 
the change agents who work to transform our society into a place in which 
all children have an equal chance to fulfi ll their potential.

Note on the Strengths Perspective

A social worker by training and temperament, I must address how I see the 
concepts in this book as coming from what the social worker profession calls 
a “strengths perspective.” From the title, a reader might conclude that this is 
just another tale about why poor, nonmajority people are not or cannot be 
successful in college. Social workers call this a “defi cit perspective,” in which 
we focus on what students in these groups do not have and the ways in which 
their preparation or capabilities fall short of the mark. On the contrary, I 
assert that these students are as capable as any of succeeding when they have 
the full complement of their mental bandwidth available to them. In fact, 
many students who have grown up with some adversity bring with them 
“funds of knowledge” (see chapter 11) that contribute to their resilience and 
achievement orientation that other students lack entirely.

A focus on recovering mental bandwidth lost to poverty, racism, and 
social marginalization is, in my view, a very positive approach that acknowl-
edges the inherent ability and amazing potential of every student. It does not 
blame people—not the student and not the faculty. I am not suggesting that 

9781620366059_Verschelden_Bandwidth Recovery.indb   xiv9781620366059_Verschelden_Bandwidth Recovery.indb   xiv 01-08-2018   19:55:2001-08-2018   19:55:20

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com 



PREFACE  xv

faculty or administrators are racist, or classist, or homophobic. I am asserting 
that there is overwhelming evidence that, in the United States, systems of 
racism, social marginalization, and extreme economic inequality have dev-
astating effects on the life of millions of people. I argue in this book that 
we in higher education can, by understanding these social realities, help our 
students recover the mental bandwidth necessary for them to reach their 
academic, personal, and career potential.

Note

1. See Jiang, Ekono, and Skinner (2015) for statistics on children in poverty. 
See Casselman (2014) for college enrollment statistics by family income, Association 
of American Colleges & Universities (2015) for statistics on bachelor’s degree attain-
ment by race/ethnicity, and National KIDS COUNT (2015) for the percentage of 
nonmajority children who live in poverty.
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