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ABSTRACT
This study uses a sample of 461 undergraduate 
University of Colorado, Boulder students who 
attended public high schools in the United States to 
examine the relationships between demographic and 
academic variables, with a focus on predicting the 
academic achievement gap (AAG). Existing literature 
documents an AAG based on race, primarily between 
White students and Black students, but too often 
other potentially contributing or masking variables 
are not accounted for; thus, these models may be 
limited. In this study, the outcome variable, academic 
achievement, was measured with a normed SAT/ACT 
score. Consistent with other research, the current study 
IRXQG�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�UDFLDO�$$*�LQ�ELYDULDWH�DQDO\VHV��
however, controlling for other variables, race did 
not reach the p < 0.05 (although it almost did) and 
students’ perceptions of how well their high schools 
prepared them for college and their family income 
ZHUH�WKH�WZR�VWURQJHVW�DQG�RQO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�SUHGLFWRUV�
of an AAG. Thus, results indicate a concerning 
prevalence of an AAG by race and between students of 
different socioeconomic and educational backgrounds. 
0RUHRYHU��WKH�PXOWLYDULDWH�DQDO\VLV�ÀQGLQJV�LQGLFDWH�
that the racial AAG is primarily due to socioeconomic 

�� �$OWKRXJK�%,32&�W\SLFDOO\�LQFOXGHV�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQV��WKH�H[WDQW�UHVHDUFK�RQ�$$*�ÀQGV�PRUH�VLPLODULWLHV�EHWZHHQ�:KLWH�
DQG�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQ�VWXGHQWV��DQG�VRPHWLPHV��WKDW�$VLDQ�$PHULFDQV�VWXGHQWV�KDYH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�KLJKHU�DFDGHPLF�DFKLHYHPHQW�
than White students. I will use BIPOC to refer to Black, Indigenous, and Latinx individuals.

factors such as high school students’ family incomes 
DQG�WKH�TXDOLW\�RI�WKHLU�SXEOLF�VFKRROV��7KH�ÀQGLQJV�
from this research are discussed in terms of addressing 
the systemic issues within the U.S. educational system 
and directions for future research on the AAG.

CHAPTER 1: STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 
Introduction
Although the academic achievement gap (AAG) is a 
prevalent problem in the United States, there is limited 
awareness, and thus, discussion of this problem. 
The academic achievement gap (AAG) refers to the 
disparity in academic performance among students. 
$V�UHYLHZHG�LQ�WKLV�WKHVLV��D�VLJQLÀFDQW�ERG\�RI�H[WDQW�
UHVHDUFK�LGHQWLÀHV�WKH�DFDGHPLF�DFKLHYHPHQW�JDS�DV�
highly related to race: Since the Coleman Report was 
published in 1966, a persistent and noticeable gulf 
remains between the standardized test scores of Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC1) and those 
of White and Asian American students. Critical race 
scholars attribute this gap to the structural effects of 
centuries of settler colonialism and anti-Blackness 
in the United States. In this study, I ask the research 
question, “How do the familial, socioeconomic and 
educational environments in which students are raised 
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impact their academic performance?” I attempt to 
answer this question through statistical analysis. I argue 
that this educational disparity between BIPOC students 
and White2 students originates from the type of familial, 
socioeconomic, and educational environments in 
ZKLFK�VWXGHQWV�DUH�UDLVHG��0RUH�VSHFLÀFDOO\��UHODWLYH�
to BIPOC, White people tend to live in wealthier 
areas; therefore they attend better-funded public 
schools (given the local tax-based school funding), with 
PRUH�UHVRXUFHV�DQG�PRUH�KLJKO\�TXDOLÀHG�WHDFKHUV�
(Emerson et al., 2017). It is critical to acknowledge that 
BIPOC students are disproportionately represented 
in lower-income families. For example, the Brookings 
Institution found that “at $171,000, the net worth of a 
typical white family is nearly ten times greater than that 
of a Black family ($17,150) in 2016” (McIntosh et al. 
2020, para. 1). Although the discrepancy in resources 
that contributes to the AAG mainly comes down to 
the income of the student’s family, it is still race-
driven, because White students tend to be wealthier. 
Therefore, when measuring race, we often measure 
class as well. 

&OHDUO\��VXIÀFLHQW�DQG�DEXQGDQW�OHYHOV�RI�
educational resources provide students with a greater 
likelihood of expanding their knowledge, which results 
in higher traditional educational levels. In addition to 
the discrepancy in class- and race-based resources, 
the overall familial and socioeconomic environment in 
which students are raised plays an immense role in their 
academic success, particularly in terms of standardized 
tests (Jensen, 2009). Students who do well in school 
are more likely to attain higher levels of education 
DIWHU�KLJK�VFKRRO��ZKLFK�PDNHV�WKHP�TXDOLÀHG�IRU�PRUH�
KLJKHU�SD\LQJ�MREV��XOWLPDWHO\�OHDGLQJ�WR�ÀQDQFLDO�
success. On the contrary, those who do not perform as 
well in school have a smaller chance of attending higher 

2  I have chosen to capitalize “White” and “Black” throughout my writing in order to promote respect and feelings of 
empowerment to members of each group. Capitalizations of these terms will be used throughout this thesis except for when I 
am directly quoting scholars who do not choose to capitalize these racial categories. 

education institutions, which results in them not being 
DV�TXDOLÀHG�IRU�KLJKHU�SD\LQJ�MREV��XOWLPDWHO\�OHDGLQJ�WR�
WKHP�QRW�EHLQJ�DV�ÀQDQFLDOO\�VWDEOH�

[...]

CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND 
CONCLUSIONS
Introduction
This chapter provides a more in-depth discussion of 
WKH�ÀQGLQJV�UHSRUWHG�LQ�&KDSWHU���DQG�ZLOO�JR�LQWR�
PRUH�GHWDLO�DERXW�ZKDW�WKHVH�ÀQGLQJV�PHDQ�DQG�KRZ�
WKH\�UHODWH�WR�P\�WKHVLV�TXHVWLRQ��0DQ\�RI�P\�ÀQGLQJV�
support my argument that an academic achievement 
gap (AAG) exists between students of different 
familial, socioeconomic, and educational backgrounds. 
$GGLWLRQDOO\��P\�ÀQGLQJV�LOOXVWUDWH�WKH�SURPLQHQFH�RI�
intersectionality when it comes to the AAG. In brief, 
WKH�ELYDULDWH�ÀQGLQJV�IURP�7DEOH���LQGLFDWH�WKDW�UDFH�
is related to the likelihood of growing up with a single 
parent (more likely for Black/Latinx than White and 
Asian American students), family income (highest 
among White, then Asian American students, and 
lowest among Black/Latinx students), and all three 
measures of ACT and SAT scores (highest among 
Asian American, then White students, and lowest 
DPRQJ�%ODFN�/DWLQ[�VWXGHQWV���7KH�ELYDULDWH�ÀQGLQJV�
in Tables 3 and 4 indicate that compared to White/
Asian American college students, Black/Latinx college 
students are less likely to agree that their parent(s)/
guardian(s) were home often enough to help with 
homework, their parent(s)/guardian(s) were able to 
help with homework, that they felt safe in the town/city 
they grew up in, and that high school prepared them for 
college. However, it is important to point out that these 
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differences did not vary by much on the 7-point Likert 
scale. 

[...]

Pivotal Findings

7KH�PRVW�SLYRWDO�ÀQGLQJV�RI�P\�UHVHDUFK�GHULYHG�
from Table 6, because it is a multivariate analysis that 
measures multiple variables to predict how they impact 
the respondents’ SAT/ACT scores, the outcome 
variable of this study. As mentioned earlier in this 
thesis, intersectionality plays a substantial role when it 
comes to predicting test scores.

Table 6: Multivariate Analysis Predicting SAT Scores (with Students’ Who only Took the ACTs, 
ACT scores normed to SAT Scores)a

aThe outcome (dependent) variable is the three categories for the normed ACT to SAT categories listed at the end 
of Table 2 (700-999, 1000-1399, and 1400+)

bRace was a dichotomous variable with White and/or Asian American = 0 and Black and/or Latinx = 1.
cFamily income was measured as the 8 categories: 1 = < $15,000, 2 = $15,000-$24,999, 3 = $25,000-$49,000, 

4 = $50,000-$74,999, 5 = $75,000-$99,999, 6 = $100,000-$149,999, 7 = $150,000-$199,999, and 8 = 
$200,000 and over.

dLikert responses to each question were 1 = strongly agree, 2 = agree, 3 = somewhat agree, 4 = neither agree nor 
disagree, 5 = somewhat disagree, 6 = disagree, 7 = strongly disagree

eVariables that reached a p <������VLJQLÀFDQFH�DUH�VKDGHG�LQ�JUD\��EXW�VSHFLÀF�VLJQLÀFDQFH�OHYHOV�DUH�UHSRUWHG�IRU�HDFK�YDULDEOH�

given that the key variable race was barely over p < 0.05 and that high school job was p < 0.10 and could be considered a trend.
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Table 6 indicates that the strongest predictor of 
SAT/ACT scores is whether a student reports that 
their high school prepared them for college, followed 
by family income, where, as expected, higher family 
incomes were related to higher SAT/ACT scores. 
1RWDEO\��DOWKRXJK�LW�DOPRVW�PDLQWDLQHG�VLJQLÀFDQFH�
(p = 0.054), race no longer reached statistical 
VLJQLÀFDQFH�ZKHQ�FRQWUROOLQJ�IRU�RWKHU�YDULDEOHV�LQ�WKH�
model. In other words, the quality of students’ high 
school experiences in preparing them for college (the 
standardized ȕ = -0.142) and their family income (the 
standardized ȕ = 0.123) were the best predictors of 
WKHLU�6$7�$&7�VFRUHV��$QRWKHU�LPSRUWDQW�ÀQGLQJ�LV�
that whether a student was raised by a single parent 
and whether the student had an after-school job of 20 
RU�PRUH�KRXUV�SHU�ZHHN�ZHUH�QR�ORQJHU�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�
related to SAT/ACT scores in the OLS model when 
controlling for these other variables, although having 
an after-school job that required 20 hours or more of 
ZRUN�SHU�ZHHN�ZDV�DOPRVW�VLJQLÀFDQW�DW�S� ��������0RUH�
VSHFLÀFDOO\��EDVHG�RQ�WKLV�PRGHO��WKHUH�ZDV�D�������
decline on the SAT/ACT score scale for students who 
reported that their high school experiences did not 
prepare them for college. Students who reported higher 
family incomes had a 0.032 increase on the SAT/ACT 
score scale. In other words, wealthier students tend to 
score higher on the SAT/ACT. 

[...]

Policy Implications
0\�VWXG\�ÀQGLQJV�VXSSRUW�WKH�DUJXPHQW�WKDW�DQ�$$*�
exists in the United States based on wealth, race, and 
community environment, as measured by the quality 
of high schools in preparing students for college. 
However, the racial differences are clearly tied to wealth 
and neighborhood measures. This AAG is present 
between students of different familial, socioeconomic, 
DQG�HGXFDWLRQDO�EDFNJURXQGV��0\�ÀQGLQJV�FRQFOXGH�

that out of all of the variables my study tested for, 
WKH�PRVW�LQÁXHQWLDO�YDULDEOH�WKDW�SUHGLFWV�D�FKDQJH�
in test scores is how likely one is to agree that their 
high school experiences prepared them for college. 
Considering public schools are funded by property 
tax, the higher the property values in a neighborhood, 
the better funded the school, which results in a better 
education, therefore leading students to feel better 
prepared for college. The relationship between public 
schools and property taxes leads us into this study’s 
VHFRQG�PRVW�VLJQLÀFDQW�ÀQGLQJ��ZKLFK�LV�WKDW�IDPLO\�
income predicts a student’s test scores. The higher the 
student’s family annual household income, the higher 
their SAT/ACT score. Additionally, as mentioned 
DERYH��DOWKRXJK�UDFH�ZDV�RQO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�DW�WKH�S�
< 0.10, my study found that Black/Latinx students 
received lower SAT/ACT scores compared to White 
and Asian American students. Given that class and race 
DUH�KHDYLO\�FRUUHODWHG�LQ�8�6��VRFLHW\��WKLV�ÀQGLQJ�LV�QRW�
surprising. 

Although my study solely focused on 2020 
undergraduates at CU Boulder, these results still 
contribute to the crucial goal of producing a more 
equitable public school system. Based on these 
ÀQGLQJV��WKH�8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ�VKRXOG�
build a more fair and consistent public education 
V\VWHP��$�GUDVWLF��\HW�LQÁXHQWLDO�VWHS�ZRXOG�EH�WR�
XQDIÀOLDWH�SURSHUW\�WD[HV�ZLWK�SXEOLF�VFKRROV��,QVWHDG��
every public school in the United States could receive 
an equal amount of funding from federal taxes, with 
allocation requirements. This step would ensure 
that students in less-wealthy neighborhoods are not 
at a disadvantage when it comes to the availability of 
resources within schools. However, as established 
LQ�P\�OLWHUDWXUH�UHYLHZ�DQG�LQ�P\�VWXG\·V�ÀQGLQJV��D�
VLJQLÀFDQW�DGYDQWDJH�ZKHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�UHFHLYLQJ�KLJKHU�
test scores derives from the socioeconomic status of the 
student’s family, because these students have access 
WR�PRUH�EHQHÀFLDO�UHVRXUFHV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�:HOQHU�
and Carter (2013), “these out-of-school learning 
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and learning-related resources and opportunities 
for children who live and grow in the nation’s many 
GLVDGYDQWDJHG�FRPPXQLWLHV�PXVW�LPSURYH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�
before we can realistically expect to see achievement 
gaps close” (p. 3). In order to address the discrepancy 
EHWZHHQ�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�KDYH�DFFHVV�WR�WKHVH�EHQHÀFLDO�
resources at home and those who do not, the U.S. 
government should establish some sort of program that 
provides underprivileged students with said resources. 
Although this solution is a large investment, it would 
be an incredibly advantageous decision on behalf of 
the U.S. government because it would help eradicate 
the large AAG that exists between students of different 
backgrounds, ultimately leading to a more educated 
society throughout the United States.

Additionally, over 900 universities and colleges in 
the United States do not require applicants to submit 
their SAT/ACT test scores. The application options 
for these schools vary, but mainly consist of being test 
optional (an applicant has the choice of whether or not 
WR�VXEPLW�WKHLU�6$7�$&7�VFRUHV���WH[W�ÁH[LEOH��DQ�

applicant can submit other standardized test scores, 
such as an AP test), or an applicant can substitute their 
test score with a class rank or GPA. There are also “test 
blind” schools that do not consider SAT/ACT scores, 
even if they are included in one’s application (Muniz, 
2020). During the COVID-19 pandemic, many other 
universities and colleges temporarily suspended the 
requirement of an SAT/ACT score. As one can see, 
many universities and colleges in the United States have 
begun to entertain the idea of not requiring SAT/ACT 
scores for admissions or not weighing them as heavily. 
0\�UHVHDUFK�ÀQGLQJV�H[HPSOLI\�WKH�PDQ\�YDULDEOHV�
that impact a student’s SAT/ACT score, therefore 
supporting the idea of eliminating standardized test 
scores for college admissions in the United States.

[...]
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The following is an excerpt from a longer piece. For full text, please visit www.colorado.edu/honorsjournal/

The Coal Ash Community: An Analysis of 
Environmental Racism in Uniontown, Alabama

Ellie Bach

The Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) 
([WHUQDO�&LYLO�5LJKWV�&RPSOLDQFH�2IÀFH��(&5&2��KDV�
failed to serve vulnerable communities suffering from 
systemic environmental racism through regulation 
reform and enforcement, and has instead dismantled 
communities’ environmental justice demands while 
consequently supporting private sector perpetrators of 
environmental racism, by operating in a “colorblind” 
manner that stems from white supremacy and upholds 
ZKLWH�SULYLOHJH��7KLV�IDLOXUH�LV�H[HPSOLÀHG�E\�WKH�
ECRCO’s “resolving and closing” of the complaint 
ÀOHG�E\�UHVLGHQWV�RI�8QLRQWRZQ��$ODEDPD�LQ�������
who continue to suffer from the storage of coal ash in 
QHDUE\�$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO��GHVSLWH�FOHDU�YLRODWLRQV�RI�
environmental regulations and civil rights law. 

More than a billion tons of toxic coal ash containing 
arsenic, mercury, and lead were spilled into the Emory 
River in Kingston, Tennessee on December 22nd, 
2008 (Engleman-Lado et al. 2019). Particles of coal 
ash are known to permeate the lungs, and exposure can 
lead to leukemia, lung and brain cancer (Engleman-
Lado et al. 2019). Under the Comprehensive 
Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability 
$FW��&(5&/$���WKH�VSLOOHG�FRDO�DVK�ZDV�FODVVLÀHG�DV�
hazardous in Tennessee, and the location of the spill 
was declared a superfund site (Engleman-Lado et 
al. 2019). A decade later, residents of Kingston, and 
the workers who sought to clean up the spill, are still 
pressing charges for the health consequences of the 
accident (Engleman-Lado et al. 2019). In 2010, the 

Alabama Department of Environmental Management 
(ADEM) approved the transfer of 4 million cubic 
\DUGV�RI�WKH�DVK�IURP�WKH�VSLOO�WR�$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO�
in Uniontown, Alabama (Engleman-Lado et al. 2019). 
2QFH�LQ�8QLRQWRZQ��WKDW�YHU\�VDPH�DVK�ZDV�UHFODVVLÀHG�
as nonhazardous under the Resource Conservation 
Recovery Act (RCRA) (Engleman-Lado et al. 2019). As 
of 2017, Kingston, TN was an 89.8% white community, 
with a median household income of $48,616, that 
had risen from the previous year (“Kingston, TN”). 
Uniontown, Alabama, on the other hand, was composed 
of 7.54 times more Black residents than all other racial 
groups, with a median household income of $14,094 
(a decrease from the year prior) (“Uniontown, AL”). 
Over 40% of residents live under the poverty line, the 
vast majority of whom (89.2% to be exact) are Black 
(“Uniontown, AL”). These very same Uniontown 
community members banded together and petitioned 
WKH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�WKH�$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO�LQ�������
before the coal ash was even spilled from the Tennessee 
powerplant, but the project was permitted nonetheless 
(Engleman-Lado et al. 2019). The disposal site now 
receives waste from 33 different states and even 
endorses receiving more coal ash from power plants, 
plus a plethora of other contaminated substances, 
in order to maintain business (Engleman-Lado et al. 
2019). 

In 2013, after unfruitful years of continually 
FRQWHVWLQJ�WKH�ODQGÀOO·V�RSHUDWLRQV�DW�ORFDO�DQG�VWDWH�
OHYHOV�����FRPPXQLW\�PHPEHUV�ÀOHG�D�FRPSODLQW�WR�WKH�
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(3$·V�2IÀFH�RI�&LYLO�5LJKWV��2&5���QRZ�WKH�(&5&2��
FODLPLQJ�WKDW�WKH�$'(0·V�DUUDQJHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�ODQGÀOO�
violated Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 42 
U.S.C. § 2000d, and agency regulations, 40 C.F.R. 
Part 7; in other words, the ADEM (as an agency that 
UHFHLYHV�IHGHUDO�ÀQDQFLDO�DVVLVWDQFH��YLRODWHG�WKH�OHJDO�
prohibition of discrimination based on race, color, 
or national origin in their endeavors (Engleman-
Lado et al. 2019). The initial complaint fell on deaf 
ears, so to speak, and after consistently submitting 
additional proof of the toll of toxic coal ash storage on 
the community to the EPA, a second complaint was 
submitted in 2016 (Engleman-Lado et al. 2019). The 
follow-up complaint was then followed by a lawsuit 
DJDLQVW�FRPPXQLW\�PHPEHUV�IRU�����PLOOLRQ��ÀOHG�E\�
$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO��(QJOHPDQ�/DGR�HW�DO���������7KH�
lawsuit was dropped thankfully, but was a clear attempt 
by the private sector to further silence the community, 
which was already a victim of neglect and impoverished 
living conditions. Finally, in 2018, the EPA published a 
29-page letter that rejected the case under the assertion 
WKDW�WKHUH�ZDV�´LQVXIÀFLHQW�HYLGHQFHµ�WR�ÀQG�WKH�$'(0�
JXLOW\�RI�YLRODWLQJ�7LWOH�9,�RU�$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO�JXLOW\�
of noncompliance with air and water quality regulations 
(Engleman-Lado et al. 2019; Environmental Protection 
Agency 2018, March 1; Environmental Protection 
Agency 2018, March 16). Such a conclusion by the 
EPA reinforces the systemic pathways through which 
environmental racism is perpetuated, contradicts 
the purpose of the agency (especially its ECRCO), 
and harms the predominantly Black community of 
8QLRQWRZQ�ZKLOH�SURÀWLQJ�WKH�SULYDWH�VHFWRU�

7KH�(3$�GHÀQHV�HQYLURQPHQWDO�MXVWLFH�DV��´WKH�IDLU�
treatment and meaningful involvement of all people 
regardless of race, color, national origin, or income, 
with respect to the development, implementation, and 
enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and 
policies,” and goes on to proclaim that, “this goal will 
be achieved when everyone enjoys: the same degree 
of protection from environmental and health hazards 

and, equal access to the decision-making process to 
have a healthy environment in which to live, learn, 
and work” (“Environmental Justice” 2019). The 
(3$·V�2IÀFH�RI�(QYLURQPHQWDO�-XVWLFH��WKHQ�FDOOHG�
WKH�2IÀFH�RI�(QYLURQPHQWDO�(TXLW\��ZDV�FUHDWHG�LQ�
1992 and environmental justice became increasingly 
prioritized in an agency-wide manner during the 
following twenty years (“Environmental Justice” 2019). 
Interestingly, a study published in 2007 called “Toxic 
Wastes and Race at Twenty” (endorsed by the EPA), 
concluded that “people of color are found to be more 
concentrated around hazardous waste facilities” than 
was previously thought (“Environmental Justice” 
2019). In 2010, during the Obama administration, the 
ÀUVW�:KLWH�+RXVH�)RUXP�RQ�(QYLURQPHQWDO�-XVWLFH�
ZDV�KHOG��DW�ZKLFK�D�YDULHW\�RI�DJHQFLHV�DQG�RIÀFHV�
were present, and this event represented a peak in 
federal commitment to “federal protection from 
environmental and health hazards” for all Americans 
(“Environmental Justice” 2019). Over the subsequent 
ÀYH�\HDUV��WKH�(3$·V�HQYLURQPHQWDO�MXVWLFH�GLYLVLRQ�
continued to develop protocols and increased efforts to 
make information about federal environmental justice 
programming more visible and accessible to the public, 
but after August 2016, virtually no accomplishments 
DUH�OLVWHG�RQ�WKH�(3$·V�RIÀFLDO�WLPHOLQH�RI�WKH�DJHQF\·V�
involvement in the Environmental Justice Movement 
(“Environmental Justice” 2019). Intriguingly, the 
end of achievements coincides with the initiation 
of the Trump administration; the president himself 
FULWLFL]HG�WKH�DJHQF\�ZKLOH�FDPSDLJQLQJ�DQG�KLV�ÀUVW�
EXGJHW�SURSRVDO�FXW�DOO�IXQGLQJ�IRU�WKH�(3$·V�2IÀFH�
of Environmental Justice, with approval from the head 
of the EPA at the time, Scott Pruitt, a move that was 
GHVFULEHG�DV�´UDFLVWµ�E\�OHDGHUV�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG��/RFNKDUW�
2018). The Uniontown coal ash case was concluded 
under Trump’s administration of the EPA, and the 
outcome may have been impacted by the near overhaul 
WKDW�WKH�DJHQF\�KDV�XQGHUJRQH�GXULQJ�KLV�WLPH�LQ�RIÀFH�

The removal of toxic waste from the coal ash spill 
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in the predominantly white Kingston, Tennessee 
community and its imposition onto the predominantly 
Black and largely impoverished community of 
Uniontown, Alabama, by storing said waste in the local 
$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO��FRQWUDGLFWV�WKH�(3$·V�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�
environmental justice and was an act of environmental 
racism. The transplant of coal ash from the Kingston 
spill to Uniontown was not necessarily motivated by 
racial animus, but violated the civil rights of Uniontown 
residents regardless. Laura Pulido (2015), in her 
analysis of environmental racism sustained by Exide 
(a battery recycling facility) on the Latinx community 
surrounding Los Angeles, explains that regulatory 
noncompliance (which it seems that, by all accounts 
RWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�(3$·V��$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO�LV�JXLOW\�RI��
and “uneven patterns of regulatory enforcement,” 
create and propagate environmental racism against 
communities of color (Pulido 2015, p. 810). In her 
analysis, Exide was processing 88 chemicals in its 
facility, surrounded by neighborhoods comprised 
largely of low-income immigrants, and was not 
complying with regulations for decades, such that 
the community consequently faced a greater risk of 
cancer and poisoning by lead and arsenic (Pulido 
2015). She argues that Exide as the polluter is primarily 
responsible for its actions, and is “fully aware of what 
it is doing and does not wish to harm its neighbors, 
EXW�WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�ZHOO�EHLQJ�RI�WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQ��ZKLFK�
RYHUZKHOPLQJO\�EHQHÀWV�ZKLWHV��LV�SULRULWL]HG�µ�
meaning Exide perceives the surrounding community 
of color, which is additionally of low socioeconomic 
status, as “racially expendable” (Pulido 2015, p. 814). 
Furthermore, the state has been either unwilling, 
unable, or both, to demand that Exide complies with 
regulations for the sake of the environment and the 
community, which “illuminates a larger regulatory 
culture that is mutually constituted by the racial 
formation” (Pulido 2015, p. 810). Together, the state 
and Exide (which in this case may represent industry 
or the private sector), forced the Latinx community 

to remain at a low socioeconomic status and suffer 
from declining health, and upheld the popular and 
detrimental narrative of “people of color as undeserving 
and responsible for their own poverty” that is accepted 
by many whites (Pulido 2015, p. 811). Exide’s case, as 
discussed by Pulido, is a clear parallel to the Uniontown 
SHRSOH·V�FRQÁLFW�ZLWK�$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO�DQG�WKH�
ADEM. 

In Uniontown, it seems obvious that Arrowhead 
/DQGÀOO�XQGHUVWRRG�WKDW�LWV�VWRUDJH�RI�FRDO�DVK�ZDV�
harmful for the Black community, as evidenced by 
its attempt to sue Uniontown’s residents into silence 
DERXW�WKH�LVVXH��EXW�WKH�SURÀW�SURGXFHG�E\�FRQGXFWLQJ�
business with majority white communities outside of 
Alabama was of greater importance to the company than 
its integrity and the lives of its neighbors. Additionally, 
the ADEM at the state level, and the EPA at the federal 
level, literally invited coal ash into the community 
knowing the harms of improper storage on people’s 
health and well-being. Toxic living conditions in 
8QLRQWRZQ�KDYH�RQO\�PDGH�LW�WKDW�PXFK�PRUH�GLIÀFXOW�
for Black residents, many of whom, as mentioned, 
already live below the poverty line, to receive the 
care they deserve and have made the community that 
much more vulnerable to exploitation by polluting 
industry and negligent agencies. In fact, the EPA failed 
to adequately investigate the wrongdoings of both 
$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO�DQG�$ODEDPD·V�HQYLURQPHQWDO�
management; no investigation of the environmental, 
economic, and health consequences of the coal ash 
was conducted by EPA personnel, and instead the 
ECRCO relied on inappropriate data (collected 
IURP�PRQLWRULQJ�VLWHV�WRR�IDU�IURP�WKH�ODQGÀOO�DQG�
Uniontown to demonstrate any pollution), thereby 
DOORZLQJ�WKH�DJHQF\�WR�FRQFOXGH�WKDW�VXIÀFLHQW�HYLGHQFH�
lacked (Engleman-Lado et al. 2019). This methodology 
promotes the spread of “toxic uncertainty,” as in 
it spreads doubt within the community about the 
legitimacy of its experience in toxic living conditions 
because the EPA labels the environment as “safe,” 
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and thus serves to dismantle organized community 
members and their claims of injustice (Bruno & Jepson 
�������6XFK�GHUHOLFWLRQ�RI�(3$��DQG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�
ECRCO, investigation protocol and of the people of 
8QLRQWRZQ��IURP�WKH�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�WKH�ODQGÀOO�WKURXJK�
WKH�FORVLQJ�RI�WKH�FDVH���SURYLGH�VXIÀFLHQW�HYLGHQFH�WKDW�
Black residents were considered “racially expendable” 
by the state and industry in this instance. 

[...]

)LQDOO\��WKH�$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO�FDVH�ÀWV�LQWR�D�ODUJHU�
and long-standing narrative of environmental racism in 
the United States, that is perpetuated by colorblindness 
and white supremacy, and which reinforces white 
privilege. The notion of colorblind operations allows 
agencies and industries to continue business-as-
usual under the guise of innocence. David Roediger 
(2008) illustrates that the claim is often made by the 
state, institutions, and/or industry that programs 
are “race-neutral,” or colorblind, when realistically 
such programs adhere to “local racist practices” and 
their basis on “ordinary business principles” begets 
inequality based on race (Roediger 2008, p.178). The 
ECRCO at the EPA, which has often been perceived 
as a liberal agency due to its goal of advancing eco-
social justice through government intervention, fails 
to acknowledge and investigate the impact of past 
and present institutionalized white supremacy, within 
other organizations and within itself, and in this way 
embodies “liberalism’s complicity with the persistence 
of race” (Roediger 2008, p. 173). In reality, the EPA, 
WKH�$'(0��DQG�$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO�DUH�EXLOW�XSRQ��DQG�
SURÀW�IURP��D�IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�ZKLWH�VXSUHPDF\��3XOLGR�
2015). By denying the existence and effects of white 
supremacy on “fenceline” minority communities, 
DQG�RIÀFLDOO\�RSHUDWLQJ�LQ�D�FRORUEOLQG�PDQQHU�WKDW�
does not address the race-structured rates of poverty 
and subjugation to polluting industry that Black 
citizens face (particularly in Uniontown), the EPA 

consistently denies the civil rights of communities of 
color and only widens the socioeconomic gap between 
these communities and their white counterparts as a 
result (Roediger 2008). These white communities, 
in contrast, maintain their white privilege with 
tremendous assistance from the environmental justice 
branch of the EPA.... Most notably, whites can make 
social systems work to their advantage and expect 
positive change when they criticize the status quo; 
communities of color, conversely, cannot expect 
the same respect and results, as illustrated by the 
interaction between Uniontown residents, and the 
(3$�DQG�$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO��ZKHQ�MX[WDSRVHG�ZLWK�
the attention received by the white community of 
Kingston, Tennessee, following the coal ash spill 
(“Black Belt Citizens…” n.d.; Engleman-Lado et al. 
2019; McIntosh 1990). It is crucial that the ECRCO, 
and the EPA at large, recognize and work to change the 
agency’s own racial biases so that it can effectively do 
its job of preventing and dismantling racially motivated 
and disproportionately harmful projects, in both the 
public and private sectors, that affect the environment. 
Only then can the positive advantages afforded to 
whites be shared with all racial groups, and the negative 
advantages be rejected across the board. 

In conclusion, community members in the 
predominantly Black and impoverished city of 
Uniontown, Alabama, have been the victims of 
environmentally racist public initiatives and private 
operations following the powerplant malfunction and 
coal ash spill in Kingston, Tennessee. The Alabama 
Department of Environmental Management chose 
WR�HQDEOH�SURÀWHHULQJ�E\�$UURZKHDG�/DQGÀOO�ZKLOVW�
endangering local residents in the process. The 
Environmental Protection Agency’s External Civil 
5LJKWV�&RPSOLDQFH�2IÀFH�XSKHOG�WKLV�GHFLVLRQ�DQG�
enabled its consequences for the community’s health 
and well-being, by ignoring residents’ complaints 
for years and then completely dispelling the 
community’s testimony of prolonged injustice. This 
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case demonstrates the foundation of white supremacy 
upon which even federal and state agencies designed 
to advance racial equality stand, and exposes the severe 

harm of institutional colorblindness on communities 
of color, whilst highlighting the persistence of white 
privilege in an environmental context.
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