Blind Voters and the Positive Impact of Well Trained Poll Workers
The Help America Vote Act (HAVA) was signed into law on October 29, 2002, to address the problems that occurred during the 2000 presidential election.  One of the goals of HAVA is to provide all American voters, including those who are blind or visually impaired, with the opportunity to vote both privately and independently.  Therefore, HAVA required that by January 1, 2006, all voting jurisdictions must provide at least one accessible voting machine per polling place and that any voting machines purchased with federal funds provided under HAVA on or after January 1, 2007, must be accessible.

Between November 6 and 17, 2008, the National Federation of the Blind Jernigan Institute conducted a random sample telephone survey of households across America to determine the experience of blind and low-vision voters during the November 4, 2008, national election.  A total of 994 households were contacted and screened for inclusion in the survey.  In 581 of these households there was a member age eighteen or older who cannot read regular print, such as newspapers, at a normal reading distance even with their best corrected vision. From these 581 households, 560 individuals were confirmed to be legally blind and were interviewed.
Almost all (94%) of the legally blind individuals interviewed in this study said they are registered voters, and nearly all of these registered voters (96%) voted in the November 2008 election.  Just under two-thirds (62%) of the individuals who voted did so at the polls.
The Experience of Blind Voters at the Polls

Half (51%) of the blind voters who cast their ballot at a polling place did so independent of assistance, while more than a third (39%) relied on the assistance of a family member or friend.  Only a tenth (9%) required the assistance of a poll judge, and a few (1%) used a paper ballot and/or magnifying glass.

Just under two-thirds (63%) who cast their vote at the polls said they requested or were offered the use of an accessible voting machine. Most said the voting machine was up and running upon their arrival (87%) and that the poll workers had no problems setting up or activating the machine (81%).

A majority (87%) of voters who cast their vote using an accessible voting machine experienced no problems with the machine.  Of the 13% who did encounter problems, the two most frequently mentioned issues were that the workers were not trained and did not know how to operate the machine or the machine was not set up, or they could not adjust the audio speed or the audio did not work.

A majority (86%) who used an accessible voting machine were able to cast a secret ballot. The 14% who could not cast a secret ballot, most often said workers could not operate the machines, there were no working machines available, or they felt more comfortable with assistance.

Blind voters appear to have felt they were treated well by poll workers, as nearly all felt they were treated with respect (94%), they were treated with the same dignity as other voters (91%), and they were given the same privacy as other voters (85%).  In addition, most felt they were not rushed (94%), poll workers did not make them feel like they were a bother (92%), they were not treated like they lacked the capacity to vote (90%), and they were not treated as if they were incapable of voting independently (89%).
The Role of the Poll Worker

As illustrated by the above data, well trained poll workers are essential to fulfill the goal of HAVA to provide blind Americans with the opportunity to vote both privately and independently.  While all blind voters should be offered the opportunity to use an accessible voting machine, slightly less than two-thirds of the voters surveyed actually voted on or were offered the use of an accessible machine.  
In addition to offering blind voters the opportunity to use an accessible machine, poll workers must know how to operate the machines so that they can assist voters who may have problems.  A majority of the 14% of voters who used an accessible machine but were unable to cast a secret ballot said the reason was that poll workers could not operate the machine.
On the whole, the vast majority of blind voters felt like they were treated well by poll workers.  As a result, all of the voters surveyed who voted at the polls on November 4, 2008, said that they would vote again. Thus, it is clear from the results of the blind voters survey that poll workers who are well trained in the operation of accessible voting machines and who treat blind voters with the same dignity and respect as other voters are essential to a positive voting experience.
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