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Why Your Vote Matters
When we hear comments like, “How could my vote do anything?” we, the PEAL Center, have 
a moment of disbelief. Our Youth Director, Josie Badger, lists her reasons why democracy is 
not a spectator sport. If persons with disabilities want to influence policies and change public 
perceptions about the abilities of persons with disabilities then there must be increased 
participation in the community, starting with voting for governing representation. 

It is important to become politically active as a person with a disability or special 
healthcare need. Persons with 
disabilities make up the largest minority 
in the United States. There are 35.4 
million persons with disabilities who 
are expected to be eligible to vote this 
November, which is a huge, powerful 
number. Your vote may not seem 
impactful, and the saying “Vote as if 
your life depends on it, because it does” 
may seem like a far cry from reality, but 
it’s actually essential to our livelihood. 
Who and what you vote for will shape 
everything from who you can marry, to 
where and how you can live your life. 

Politicians have the ability to decide whether or not a person with a disability can live in the 
community or is forced into care facilities; whether the ADA is upheld or if it crumbles; the type 
of health care persons with disabilities receive and the type of education we’re entitled to. So 
when you think about if your vote matters and if it’s worth it, the answer is always a resounding 
YES! Democratic institutions flourish when all groups of society are represented. Voting is the 
single best way to ensure that the disability community is represented in political processes 
and governance structures. With representation comes influence of policies that affect our lives 
and establish a foundation for inclusion in all aspects of society. 

Voting is your right and responsibility. Generations of people before us fought fatally to have 
the right to vote. They did this because they understood the importance of the democratic 
process and practices. They knew that if they were able to vote in the elections they would 
be able to influence the world in which we all live. Elections provide an unique opportunity 
to increase participation and change public perception about the abilities of persons with 
disabilities. As a result, persons with disabilities can have a stronger political voice and be 
increasingly recognized as equal citizens. 

The effect of your vote. When we decline to vote, we are essentially saying that we do not care 
about our lives or the lives of those around us. Communities that vote have political power; 
communities that do not vote have very little political power. The disability community is 
the largest minority in the United States, we have the power to influence politics and change 
perceptions. So come Election Day, November 8, 2016, vote as if your life depends on it, 
because it does. 
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Are You Registered to Vote?
o Yes, I’m Registered
þ    No, Tell me how

Register here by October 11:
https://www.pavoterservices.
state.pa.us/pages/Voter 
RegistrationApplication.aspx

TaKe aCtIoN

Justin Dart Jr., American advocate for persons with 
disabilities and regarded as “father” of the American with 

Disabilities Act (1990)



With the arrival of fall and the new school year we at PEAL think of September as a time for 
new beginnings and education. With that said, the PEAL Center’s Pittsburgh Headquarters 
is relocating to Pittsburgh’s South Side. PEAL’s new address is 2325 East Carson Street, 
Suite 100A, Pittsburgh, PA 15203-2109. Once we are settled in we will host an Open House 
Party for guests to see our new space. This fall we have many trainings for parents and 
professionals, starting with our IEP three-part mini-series that we’re offering across the state. 
The PEAL Center and our partners in Parent Education Presentations of Special Education 
are presenting workshops on evaluation and re-evaluation across the state this fall. Check 
out the PEAL website and our Facebook page for dates and details on both trainings. 

Dear Cindy:
[For this installment Cindy has tapped our friend Paul 
O’Hanlon, Esq., an expert in disability rights, who is 
answering four questions from first-time voters with the 
hope that by addressing these concerns everyone will feel 
confident in their right to vote privately and independently 
in the upcoming election.] 

þ I don’t want to vote by Absentee Ballot because 
they don’t really count those votes unless the 
election is close, right? 
Not true. Apologies for being this blunt, but every vote 
by absentee ballot submitted before the deadline -- by 
5:00 PM the Friday before the election -- is counted on 
Election night. If an absentee ballot is submitted after 
the deadline it is considered an “emergency ballot” that 
is counted after Election night and as part of the “official 
returns. The “official returns” are the final and official 
count that comes a few weeks after Election Day, after 
all emergency ballots and valid provisional ballots are 
tallied. On Election night we hear a preliminary result, 
the “unofficial returns.” However, it is important to note 
that all votes are counted! 

þ I’m not sure that I’m confident enough to vote in 
public where everyone could watch. What if I need 
more time or help? Is there a more private way that I 
could vote?
It can be very scary for a first-time voter, and many 
new voters need extra time. The early morning and 
late evening tend to be the busiest times at the polls. 
The middle of the day tends to be the most quiet, so 
my advice would be to plan a midday trip to the polls. 
As far as time, you can have extra time as a reasonable 
accommodation, and you can get help from the person 
of your choice (with a few restrictions, like it can’t 

be your employer, or your union 
representative, or the person in 
charge of that election precinct). 
You can vote by Absentee Ballot 
if you would rather vote in a more 
private way. 

þ If I register to vote I hear that I will be called to 
serve on a jury. Is that true? 
This is only partly true. Many active voters are never 
called for jury duty. But, jurors are selected from a great 
number of lists from the state. One of those lists is 
those with driver’s licenses, another is the list of people 
getting public benefits, and another is a list of property 
owners. There are so many different lists that are used 
that you are likely to already be in the pool of potential 
jurors -- so you may as well exercise your right to vote! 

þ What if I go to vote and there is some problem, 
like they can’t find my name or someone questions 
whether I have the capacity to vote? 
If the poll workers cannot find your name on their list 
you may ask them if they received any supplemental 
lists (sometimes names are added too late to get into 
the official poll book, so a supplemental list is often 
included of additional voters). If they still cannot find 
you, ask them to call the county elections office. If they 
cannot do that or still can’t find your name, ask for a 
Provisional Ballot. A Provisional Ballot will be one of 
those votes counted a few weeks later -- assuming they 
find proof that you are registered, or you provide proof 
that you are registered. If you are challenged (such as 
on grounds that you are not “competent” you should 
call Election Protection at 1-866-OUR-VOTE (1-866-687-
8683) and call Disability Rights Pennsylvania at 1-800-
692-7443. The PEAL Center is also available to take your 
calls: 1-866-950-1040. 

 - Cindy
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What’s Happening! PEAL Center Updates! We’re Moving!

First-Time Voters



My son Logan has not missed voting in 
an election since he registered at the age 
of eighteen, nine years ago. In the last 
few years Logan has become increasingly 
independent; navigating his neighborhood 
with confidence. Logan takes his right to 
vote ever-seriously. He never has to be 
reminded of Election Day or where his 
polling place is located. Logan goes to his 
polling place on his own, often early in the 
morning.

Logan has autism. I don’t know when or 
how Logan became civically-minded. 
My husband and I didn’t bombard him 
with messages or incentives to actively 
participate in elections. However, as a young 
child he’s watched us vote and fulfill our 
civic duty. 

When Logan was eighteen we walked, as a family, to our polling location.  Logan 
seemed unsure at first, not knowing what to expect. I knew that if I visually 
demonstrated the process he would only have to see the steps once and then he 
would be able to do it on his own. While I was unaware of the accommodations for 
people with disabilities, it never crossed my mind that I wouldn’t be able to assist 
him in the voting process.  I have since learned that a person with a disability is 
entitled to bring the person of his choice to assist in the voting booth. When Logan 
registered to vote there is a box that he checked that enables him to bring me, or 
any person of his choice, into the booth with him. However, if you did not check 
the box when you registered you may complete a Declaration of the Need for 
Assistance to Vote form at your polling place. Know that the poll worker is required 
to give this form to you. Anyone can help assist you in the booth except the Judge 
of Elections, the voter’s union representative, or your employer. 

I knew that we had all of the appropriate forms completed and that Logan was on 
his way to vote in his first election, however, his first experience at the polling place 
was a little tricky.  Some poll watchers said that as a parent I could accompany him 
into the voting booth, while others seemed skeptical and kept a watchful eye. A few 
people have made comments that suggest Logan has a lack of understanding of 
what positions a candidate holds and if he’s competent and can make a thoughtful 
choice. I chuckle at these statements. Logan is absolutely competent and able to 
make a thoughtful choice -- probably more thoughtful than a lot of persons who do 
not have a disability. Additionally, I don’t remember ever taking an assessment on 
what I know about a candidate in order to vote.  My son does not have to explain 
or prove his knowledge or capabilities before voting. No one else goes through an 
assessment.  

Despite the skeptical looks and comments, Logan has enjoyed the positive 
experience of voting. Many of the poll watchers have gotten to know him.  He lives 
in the community and is a neighbor.  I’m not sure if he understands its importance 
and that his vote does make a difference, but he continues to vote each Election 
Day. Now, nine years later, Logan lives on his own and makes his way to his polling 
place independently. He takes pride in this ritual and makes sure to never miss an 
election. As a family, we are very proud of this accomplishment.

Logan’s Vote
by Lorie Brew, PEAL’s Project MAX Coordinator in the East

IMPORTANT DATES 
FOR THE ELECTION

October 11, 2016

VOTER REGISTRATION DEADLINE

Register to vote ONLINE at  
www.pavoterservices.state.pa.us/pages.

voterregistratonapplication.aspx.

Register to vote by MAIL 
Get a Voter Registration Mail Application 

from from any county registration 
commission.

Register to vote IN PERSON
You can register to vote at many state 

government offices including  
PennDOT, Offices of Special Education, 

and State offices that provide public 
assistance and services.

Check to see if you are registered by 
calling 1-877-VOTESPA.

November 1, 2016

ABSENTEE BALLOT APPLICATION 
DEADLINE

Absentee ballot applications must 
be submitted by 5:00PM on Tuesday, 

November 1, 2016.

POSTMARKS DO NOT APPLY

November 4, 2016

ABSENTEE BALLOT SUBMISSION 
DEADLINE

Ballots must be returned to the County 
Board of Elections Office by 5:00 PM on 

Friday, November 4, 2016.

POSTMARKS DO NOT APPLY

November 8, 2016

ELECTION DAY!
Polling Place Hours:

7:00 AM - 8:00 PM

*For more information about voting in
Pennsylvania go to   

www.votespa.com/en-us
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Before you vote in the next election, learn more about voting in Pennsylvania. This guide will examine the options 
available to help voters with disabilities vote privately and independently.

To vote in the United States you must answer “yes” to three questions:
1) Are you an U.S. citizen?
2) Will you be 18 years or older on the date of the election?
3) Are you registered to vote?

If you can answer “yes” to those questions, then you are qualified to vote. The right to vote is a privilege that Americans of 
all races, sex, genders, and religions have fought to obtain. With the right to vote comes responsibility. This responsibility 
to cast your vote on Election Day can be nerve-wracking and exciting for anyone. As Election Day approaches voters 
with disabilities need to be prepared for Election Day challenges that may arise. To make sure that you feel confident and 
ready to exercise your right as an American citizen we’ve put together an Election Day Guide for Pennsylvania residents.

Are there new requirements because of Pennsylvania’s Voter ID Law?
Pennsylvania’s restrictive Voter ID law was struck down as being unconstitutional.  Only voters who will be voting for 
the first time at a precinct need to show any form of ID.  First time voters can bring any of these acceptable forms of 
identification: driver’s license, U.S. passport, military ID, student ID, employee ID, any ID issued by the U.S. government. 
You can see a list of permissible forms of ID here:  http://www.votespa.com/en-us/Pages/First-Time-Voter.aspx.

How do I register to vote?
You may already be registered! Check your voter registration status at www.votesPA.com/status or contact your County 
Board of Elections at 1-866-OUR-VOTE (1-866-687-8683) If you are not registered, there are a number of ways that you can 
register to vote: 

• Online: www.register.votespa.com
• Download a form to be delivered in person or by mail:

https://www.pavoterservices.state.pa.us/documents/VoterApplication_English.pdf
• In Person: You can register in person at your county voter registration office. To find your office go to:

www.votespa.com/county
• Additionally, you can register at any PA public assistance agency or state-funded service agencies.
• By Mail: Download and print the above form, complete, sign, and mail to your county voter registration office:

www.votespa.com/county
Note: The Deadline to register to vote or change your address is 30 days before the election. 

How do I find my polling place and make sure that it is accessible?
If you are a registered voter in Pennsylvania, your polling place will appear on your confirmation issued by the County 
Voter Registration Office. You can also locate your polling place online at www.votespa.com/pollingplace, which will tell 
you whether it is officially designated as accessible or not. If it does not say online, then contact your local County Board 
of Elections.

When are the polls open on Election Day? 
The polls are open from 7:00 AM to 8:00 PM. If you are in line when the polls close, you are entitled to vote.

What if I need help operating the voting machine, or doing something as I sign in to vote?  Can I ask for help, or 
have someone help me?  
As a person with a disability you have the right to bring any person of your choice to assist you in the voting process, 
provided that person is not a Judge of Elections, the voter’s union representative or employer.  If you need assistance, but 
didn’t bring anyone with you, you can ask for assistance from one of the poll workers or another voter. 

You do not need to be designated in the poll book-district register as “assistance permitted” to receive this assistance. 

Voters with Disabilities Guide to Election Day



C O U N T SV O T EY O U R

However, if you need assistance, you must sign an Assistance Declaration, unless the poll book already indicates 
“assistance permitted.” You also have the right to refuse assistance. Upon registering to vote there is a box that you 
can check to inform that you will need assistance, you can download the form here: http://www.votespa.com/en-us/
voting-and-elections/be-prepared/Documents/Declaration%20of%20Need%20of%20Assistance_generic.pdf.

Voters with disabilities who are assigned to inaccessible polling places are eligible to cast an Alternative Ballot.
Important to note, the normal deadline to file an application for an Alternative Ballot is the Tuesday before Election 
Day (it is best to do this earlier). Download the form here: http://www.votespa.com/en-us/Documents/Alternative_
Ballot_Application.pdf.

However, if you did not know that your polling place is inaccessible, or you had some good cause for not being able to 
file by that deadline, you can still vote. The PA Department of State created procedures for an Emergency Application 
for an Alternative Ballot, which may be filed as late as Election Day at 8:00 PM at your County Elections Office.

Note: The process to file an Emergency Application for an alternative ballot is extremely time consuming and involves 
travel.  If you are unable to travel to the County Elections Office on Election Day, you can choose a friend or relative 
to act as your agent to travel back and forth to the County Elections Office. Note that you will need to prepare three 
forms: 

1. Emergency Application for Alternative Ballot:
http://www.votespa.com/en-us/Documents/EmergencyAbsenteeApplication-After5onFriday.pdf

2. Designated Agent Form: http://www.votespa.com/en-us/Documents/Designated%20Agent%20Form.pdf
3. Certification of Designated Agent Form:

http://www.votespa.com/en-us/Documents/Certification%20of%20Designated%20Agent.pdf

Another option, if your polling place is not accessible, is to apply to a permanent absentee ballot: 
http://www.votespa.com/en-us/Documents/PermABApplication.pdf.

Remember, planning ahead will help you identify possible transportation, parking, and other accessibility needs. 

Can my right to vote be challenged? What if someone says that I’m not competent?
Yes, but only for certain reasons and by certain people. A poll worker, poll watcher, or other voter may only challenge a 
voter on the grounds that the voter does not live in the precinct or the voter is not the person the voter says he is. 

No one can challenge your right to vote based on your disability. Pennsylvania law does not restrict the right to vote 
of people who have developmental, mental health, or physical disabilities. In rare instances, Courts issue orders 
depriving people of the right to vote, but so far “electors” in Pennsylvania cannot be challenged on competence, 
ability, or worthiness to vote. 

Who can I call on Election Day if I’m prevented from exercising my right to vote?
Call the Election Protection hotline at 1-866-OURVOTE (1-866-687-8683), Disability Rights Network of Pennsylvania 
1-800-692-7443, or the PEAL Center 1-866-950-1040. 

Voting is your right. Don’t leave the polls without voting! 
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Your Voting Rights | I have the right . . .
 ● To vote by myself and make my own choice.
 ● To get help from a person of my choice or an election worker.
 ● To a physically accessible polling place and the use of an accessible voting machine. 
 ● To vote if I have a guardian, unless a court determines I cannot. 

You have a right to Election Accommodations on Election Day | You can . . .
 ● Ask to move to the front of the line.
 ● Bring someone to help you.
 ● Have headphones to hear your ballot.
 ● Have sample ballots in an alternative format.
 ● Have accessible parking.
 ● Have temporary ramps. 
 ● Use a communication board. 
 ● Access voting machines for voters in wheelchairs.
 ● Use different colored voting screens.

Helpful Information for PA Voters with Disabilities on Election Day
 ● To fix a problem at the polls, before you leave the polling place

 � Talk to the head election judge, and if they can’t fix it, ask them to contact a county or city election official. If 
that doesn’t work

 � Contact the Election Protection hotline at 1-866-OUR-VOTE (1-866-687-8683) or Disability Rights 
Network of Pennsylvania at 1-800-692-7443.

 � File a written complaint at your polling place. 

 ● If someone challenges your right to vote, the election judge must
 � Put you under oath and have you swear to tell the truth;
 � Ask you whether you are under a court ordered guardianship where the court took away your right to vote; 
 � If you answer that you eligible to vote, you MUST be allowed to vote.

 ● If you can’t get into your polling place, you can register and vote from your vehicle
 � Ask the head judge to find two election judges to come outside to help you.

 ● If you make a mistake before 
submitting your ballot

 � You may go back and make 
corrections, follow the directions on 
the voting system screen or ask for 
help from a voting official. 

 ● If you cannot sign your name
 � You have the right to tell the election 
judge who you are and tell another 
person to sign your name for you on  
the roster.

 ● It is against the law for anyone in the 
polling place to try to influence your 
vote.

Voting Rights, Accommodations & Helpful Information 
for PA Voters with Disabilities on Election Day 

Presidential Election 2008 Voting. Creative Commons License,  
www.FinancialAidPodcast.com and www.ChristopherSPenn.com
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This November, the disability community can make a huge impact on the outcome of this election. November 8, 2016 
will be one of the most important days in your life. There are approximately 57 million Americans with disabilities, 
and of that population 35.4 million are expected to be eligible to vote this November. That is 15% of the total voting 
population in the United States! If you didn’t think that your vote matters, those number sure do tell a different story. 
Your vote does matter. 

Here are some issues that your vote can make a difference on: 
 ● Adequate funding and coverage for Medicaid acute and long term services
 ● Waiting lists for home and community services
 ● Consolidation and closure of public institutions 
 ● Integrated employment at no less than minimum wage
 ● Adequate funding for quality public and higher education
 ● Quality Medicaid managed care with strict accountability measures
 ● Implementation and enforcement of the “most integrated setting” 

requirements in the American with Disabilities Act (ADA)
 ● Accessible, affordable, and integrated housing

Below is a Pledge to Vote card. Fill out the card, cut it out of the newsletter and stick it to your refrigerator. This card is 
your reminder to vote on Tuesday, November 8, 2016. After you vote check the “I VOTED ON ELECTION DAY!” box. You 
did it! You made an incredible impact on the outcome of this election for the disability community. Thank you! 

“Vote as if your life 
depends on it –

because it does!” 
-Justin Dart, Jr., father of the ADA

Your Vote MAKES a DIFFERENCE!
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Want to Help the 
PEAL Center?
Donate  to the PEAL Center by 
signing up to receive the  
newsletter electronically—saving 
PEAL $1.50 per issue!   
Go to www.pealcenter.org and click 
on “Join our mailing list” at the top of 
the page.  
Or call 1-866-950-1040


