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The Andrew Goodman Foundation
 
The Andrew Goodman Foundation works to make young voices
and votes a powerful force in democracy by training young
leaders, engaging low-propensity voters, and challenging
restrictive voter suppression laws. 
 
The Foundation’s Andrew Goodman Puffin Democracy Fellows
undertake high-impact projects, at the local and national level,
around today’s civic policy issues like voting rights and
disenfranchisement, voter education, and other forms of civic
engagement. 
 

CAIR-Ohio
 
The Ohio Chapter of the Council on American-Islamic Relations
(CAIR-Ohio) is a non-profit, grassroots civil rights organization
that serves American Muslims. Its mission is to enhance the
understanding of Islam, encourage dialogue, protect civil
liberties, empower American Muslims, and build coalitions that
promote justice and mutual understanding.
 
 

All Voting is Local
 
All Voting is Local fights to eliminate needless and discriminatory
barriers to voting before they happen, to build a democracy that
works for us all. It is a collaborative campaign housed at The
Leadership Conference Education Fund, in conjunction with the
American Civil Liberties Union Foundation, the American
Constitution Society, the Campaign Legal Center, and the
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law. 
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OVERVIEW
“Expanding the Ballot” (ETB) seeks to provide on-site,

Election Day language assistance to voters who are not

proficient in English through the use of multilingual poll

workers (MPWs) so that voters may easily cast their ballot.

 

MPWs are placed at designated polling locations that

serve high concentrations of voters from specific language

groups. Target languages are first determined by the

population of a local jurisdiction. Census data is then

utilized to determine where these language communities

reside and to demonstrate need for assistance at various

polling places. MPWs are recruited by community

organizations and the Board of Elections (BOE), and are

compensated at the same rate as all other poll workers

(PWs). 

 

ETB was implemented in Franklin County, Ohio for the

2018 General Election by Andrew Goodman Puffin

Democracy Fellow and CAIR-Ohio Government Affairs

and Development Director Usjid Hameed, with assistance

from All Voting is Local. Approximately 44 MPWs were

recruited to provide language assistance at 42 different

polling locations in Arabic, Chinese, Spanish, and Somali.  

 

This report, which pulls from steps taken and lessons

learned through ETB’s implementation in Franklin County,

functions as a “how-to” guide for how advocates can

implement similar programs in their counties.  
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LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE IN THE VOTING
RIGHTS ACT

Is more than 10,000, or

Is more than five percent of all voting age citizens, or

On an Indian reservation, exceeds five percent of all reservation residents;

and

The illiteracy rate of the group is higher than the national illiteracy rate” 

The Voting Rights Act (VRA) mandates that jurisdictions covered under Section 203 of

the statute provide language assistance for certain language groups. Per the Department

of Justice guidelines -- 

 

“A jurisdiction is covered under Section 203 where the number of United States

citizens of voting age is a single language group within the jurisdiction:

 

The guidelines go on to say that “covered jurisdictions are determined by the Census

Bureau based upon a formula set out in the Voting Rights Act. The most recent

determinations for Section 203 were made on December 5, 2016.” 

 

If a jurisdiction does not meet the aforementioned criteria, it is not legally required to

provide language assistance for a particular language group. However, many

jurisdictions should consider providing language assistance systems to maximize voter

participation for voters with limited English proficiency. Language assistance is vital to

enable greater participation in the democratic process and also minimize barriers

experienced by language minorities at the polls.

 

This is where community organizations can step in to advocate for expansion of

language assistance programs. 
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THE PROCESS

Do the Research  
At least 4 months before Election Day
Research regarding language group populations in a jurisdiction is necessary to guide an

organization’s efforts.

 

Census and American Community Survey data is useful in determining the approximate

size of a language group and in which voting precincts they reside. 

 

This information can help prioritize recruitment efforts and which organizations to contact

to help partner on this effort. For example, if an organization’s research indicates that

County “X” has significantly more Urdu speakers compared to Arabic speakers, one

should focus more of their future efforts on recruiting Urdu-speaking poll workers and

partnering with organizations that work with Urdu speakers relative to Arabic speakers. 

 

It is suggested that organizations focus on the largest language groups and approximately

the top 10 precincts in which each group resides. The precincts should then be ranked by

overall language speakers to prioritize the placement of MPWs in the future. This data will

prove effective in establishing credibility when meeting with BOE officials. See Figure 1 for

an example of how the data could be organized.
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FIGURE 1
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THE PROCESS

Build the Coalition  
Approximately 4 months before Election Day
Once the data has been compiled, the leading organization should begin to assemble a

coalition of community partners. 

 

The size of language groups in the jurisdiction should prioritize which other community

organizations to contact first. This initiative can succeed only with community support-

therefore it is critical that organizations with ties to particular language groups understand

and support the proposal, and are given the opportunity to collaborate on the effort.

Moreover, contacting these community organizations also allows for an exchange of ideas

in which organizations may ask questions and share their thoughts on the proposal.

Potential coalition partners may include nonprofit groups that work directly with immigrant

and/or refugee groups, houses of worships, local community chambers of commerce,

ethnic media, and educational associations.

 

Along with community organizations that support this proposal, the leading organization

should also contact local and state voting rights groups. These groups will prove useful in

steps 4 and 5.  

 

Once a sizable coalition has been developed, communications materials should be

created illustrating the logos of all cooperating organizations and other salient details

related to being a poll worker. See Figure 2 for an example of a flyer. 
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FIGURE 2
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THE PROCESS

Approach the BOE  
Approximately 3 months before Election Day
Research regarding language group populations in a jurisdiction is necessary to guide an

organization’s efforts. Every BOE is different. Therefore, one successful strategy of engaging

the BOE in one county may not be successful in another. 

 

Generally, Boards of Elections have a board and full-time administrators. Both the Board and

administrative leaders are evenly split between Democrats and Republicans, helping to

ensure all activities are strictly bipartisan and benefit all voters. Given that this proposal

requires little to no additional funding, it is recommended that the leading organization reach

out to the administrators for an in-person meeting to request approval.

 

It may be helpful to bring representatives from 2-3 partnering organizations to the meeting to

illustrate support across the county community, as well as the diversity of communities that

would benefit from increasing language access. 

 

Along with the spreadsheet of language group information by voting precinct, and a sample

flyer, the leading organization should also bring a brief outline of the proposal which contains

all desired provisions to improve the effectiveness of the program, such as the creation of a

multilingual sign advertising language assistance to ensure that voters are aware of the

MPW’s presence.  

 

Measures should be put in place to evaluate the program. For quantitative purposes, request

that MPWs be required to tally how many times they provide language assistance. For

qualitative purposes, request that feedback forms be made available in multiple languages

for voters who received language assistance to learn how they felt about the service and

how valuable it was for them. 

 

 

 



The selling points are the following:

 

1. This proposal will help recruit additional PWs. Boards of Elections sometimes struggle

with recruiting enough PWs, especially for local and state elections. This initiative can inspire

a new group of voters to serve as PWs to assist their community.

 

2. There is no additional cost. MPWs are compensated at the same rate as other PWs.

 

3. This will create a culture of voter participation in minority communities. PWs should

reflect the communities that they serve. Having a diverse group of PWs from a vast array of

religious, racial, and cultural backgrounds, voters from minority communities to “see

themselves in the process” and illustrate that American democracy is for all citizens

regardless of background.

 

4. Depending on the county, this will generate great PR for the Board of Elections. The

recruitment of MPWs will show that the BOE is making an effort to ensure participation from

all American citizens, regardless of language proficiency.

PLEASE NOTE: This point should only be raised if the BOE serves a county that is diverse

and welcoming of immigrants. 
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THE PROCESS

 

The BOE may not feel comfortable implementing all aspects of the proposal, but it is still critical

that the leading organization propose all of the desired provisions that may support language

communities. See Figure 3 for the original proposal utilized in Franklin County, Ohio. 
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FIGURE 3
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FIGURE 3 CONTINUED
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THE PROCESS

 

The BOE may take issue with all or part of the proposal. Be prepared to respond to these

challenges, and reinforce how the proposal will serve the community. The most common

objections are as follows:

 

1. How can we be sure that the MPWs will not be telling the voter who to
support? There is no data to suggest that MPWs are any more likely to engage in

improper behavior than PWs who only speak English. Moreover, PWs who only speak

English could engage in improper behavior, as well. Election officials should still screen

and train MPWs to ensure they adhere to the rules and regulations that any other PW is

required to adhere to.

 

2. We cannot act like we are focusing on or favoring a specific group of voters.
Recruiting MPWs is about expanding access, not special treatment. Boards of Elections

around the country recognize that certain demographics of voters (older, college-age,

voters with disabilities, etc.) require assistance to ensure that they have their voice heard.

MPWs will ensure that all citizens, regardless of English proficiency, will be able to

participate in the democratic process. 

 

 

If the BOE approves the project, ask the administrators if a question can be added to

recruitment forms about language proficiency, if such a question does not already exist. This

will save a significant amount of time in ensuring that every poll worker who can speak

another language is tracked and deployed to communities where they are needed.

 

If the BOE does not allow such a question or says it cannot be added in time, the leading

organization should work with the BOE to create a separate in-take form to assess the

language proficiencies of potential MPWs before directing them to BOE.
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THE PROCESS

Recruit the MPWs 
Approximately 6-8 weeks before Election Day

Recruiting MPWs should be a multipronged approach involving digital and in-person
advertising.
 

Digital efforts can be made through the posting and boosting of the flyer on social media
and linking to either the BOE’s official poll worker recruitment form, if the BOE has the
language proficiency question; or the leading organization’s form. 
 

If the leading organization elects for the latter option, that information must be forwarded
to the BOE with the MPW’s name, contact information, and language they speak to
facilitate the BOE’s placement of the poll workers at appropriate polling locations. 
 

In-person advertising is most effectively done by speaking at community events or at

organizational staff meetings where audience members may be able to either function as

MPWs themselves or aide in the recruitment of MPWs. Organizations in the coalition that

directly serve one or more language group are essential in the recruitment of MPWs.  
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THE PROCESS

Market the Program 
Approximately 2-3 weeks before Election Day

Voters will be more likely to take advantage of the program if they know it exists. As

election day approaches, the leading organization should work with the BOE to obtain a

spreadsheet illustrating where MPWs will be placed and advertise it to coalition partners

and on social media. See Figure 4 for an example of such a spreadsheet. 

 

Earned media, such as op-eds or T.V. appearances, are also an excellent way to raise

awareness around the recruitment of MPWs. Leading organizations should contact their

local TV stations and newspapers to pitch the story.

 
 

 

Evaluate the Program 
4-5 weeks after Election Day

Contact the BOE to arrange a debrief meeting. Evaluate the program and discuss how to

improve it moving forward. Encourage the BOE to continue translating voting-related

materials. In addition, revisit previously rejected parts of the original proposal. Finally,

discuss with the BOE how the program can maintain sustainability. 

 
 

 

Photo credit: Franklin County Board of Elections - Ohio
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FIGURE 4





 


