yVote!: Helping Our Next Generation of
Voters Be Election Ready
Beth White1
Abstract: In Fall 2008, the civics education program yVote! was introduced; the program is
aimed at encouraging high school students to vote. Over the last five years, partnerships have
been forged with 27 public, private, and charter high schools and more than 2,500 students have
been registered to vote.
Program Description
In Fall 2008, Marion County Clerk Beth White introduced yVote!, a civics education
program aimed at encouraging high school students to vote. Since then, Election Board staff has
reached out to government teachers at Marion County’s public, private, and charter high schools
each semester. Over the last five years, partnerships have been forged with twenty-seven of these
high schools, and more than 2,500 students have been registered to vote.
Once the school agrees to participate, teachers can either organize an assembly of senior
students or invite Clerk White and her staff to teach individual classes. Clerk White spends about
thirty minutes reviewing a presentation covering “Elections 101,” which includes where we vote,
who can vote, what is on the ballot, and how to vote; the curriculum is designed to invite
discussion. For example, the students at Indianapolis Public School’s (IPS) Arlington High
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School were upset with the superintendent and felt like they had no voice in deciding who runs
their school. During the presentation, the students learned they do have a voice—the school
board hires the superintendent and voters elect their school board members. The students’
frustration was turned into a teachable moment that voting is a way to enact change.
Often the discussion centers on the students’ interests. Broad Ripple High School is an
arts and theater magnet within the IPS district. The conversations there inevitably turn to arts
funding at the local, state, and federal levels. After yVote!, the students made the connection that
the best way to increase funding is to elect those candidates who believe it is an important issue.
Local issues also stimulate conversation. In 2009, Beech Grove held a referendum election to
decide whether or not to raise property taxes in order to provide bus transportation and
technology to its schools. Clerk White and her staff visited Beech Grove High School before the
election and found the students had formed strong opinions—both pro and con—and a spirited
discussion was had. This special election was a learning opportunity for the students as they
realized their vote would play an important role in the outcome.
Another important goal of yVote! is to encourage young people to be part of Marion
County’s student poll worker program. In 2007, the bi-partisan Election Board adopted a
resolution permitting 16- and 17-year-old students to work the polls if they meet certain criteria
outlined in state law (IC 3-6-6-39):
● Minimum 3.0 GPA on a 4.0 scale
● Permission from a parent/guardian
● Permission from the student’s school
● Live in Marion County
● Attend poll worker training
At the conclusion of the yVote! Presentation, students are invited to participate in a mock
election where they complete a ballot and feed it into Marion County’s voting equipment, and,
while waiting for election results to be tabulated, eligible students are able to register to vote.
Eligibility hinges on whether or not students turn 18 on or before the date of the general election
in November. In the spring semesters, however, 17-year-olds who will be 18 by November’s
election can register and vote in the primary election as permitted under Indiana law. Very few
students and teachers are aware of this special provision and many are eager to register so they
can vote before turning 18.
Warren Central High School is another great yVote! success story. Since 2008, Clerk
White and her staff have visited all of Warren Central High School’s senior government classes.
While teaching every period makes for a long day, the students are engaging and well-informed.
Clerk White makes it a point to tell the students that several of their teachers have either been a
candidate or served in an elected office, which comes as a surprise to many. The teachers are
also very supportive of the student poll worker program. A pair of brothers is a great example.
One brother was encouraged to serve as a judge on Election Day in 2011 by his teacher; he told
his brother about the opportunity, and he also signed-up. Both brothers successfully completed
the work day and the Election Board looks forward to their continuing service.
Need
In 2011, former Chief Justice Randall Shepard and former Congressman Lee Hamilton
spearheaded the Indiana Civic Health Index, an effort by the Indiana Bar Foundation to measure
the state’s civic engagement against the rest of the United States. The report found that Indiana
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ranks 43rd in voter registration and 48th in voter turnout. While these numbers are discouraging,
there is tremendous room for improvement.
County clerks and election boards are in a unique position to bridge the gap in civics
education and be a local resource to education leaders in their communities. Marion County has
received feedback from its voters—young and old—that they do not vote because it seems too
complicated. After the yVote! presentation, many students say they feel more confident about the
process and are eager to vote on Election Day.
Additionally, there is a real need for recruiting and retaining a qualified pool of poll
workers. Many of Marion County’s dedicated poll workers are senior members of the
community, and their service is valued; however, Marion County must begin supplementing this
talented pool with new recruits. yVote! is a great opportunity to encourage young people to
participate. The students are excited once they hear they get the day off from school and earn a
little money. After the students work the polls, they report that they enjoyed their experience and
planned to continue serving because they felt they were giving back to their community. In the
2012 primary election, twenty-two students participated in the program and with the enthusiasm
centering on last fall’s presidential election, one hundred sixteen students worked at an Election
Day polling location.
Cost
The cost to run the program is minimal. In Marion County, the material costs include
printing mock paper ballots and reimbursing staff mileage to and from events. However, the
contract between each county and its election services provider may already include the cost of
additional programming of voting equipment and/or printing of ballots to use as part of any
outreach activity. The most significant investment is staff time—to create and update the
presentation, schedule events through teacher contacts, and visit each school.
It is important to note that a minimal investment in a program like yVote! can lead to
great dividends. Marion County spends approximately $800,000 to $1 million to run an election
regardless of turnout; the greater number of voters participating in an election equals a lower per
voter cost and demonstrates the community’s commitment to civic health.
Implementation
yVote! can be easily adapted to each county’s election infrastructure. While most of the
presentation content is applicable to each county, there are a few areas where the information
may need to be updated to reflect each county’s policies. For instance, Vanderburgh and
Tippecanoe counties, among others, are vote center counties, but the Marion County presentation
focuses on precinct-based polling locations. In Marion County, a combination of optical scan and
touch-screen voting equipment is used while many counties, like Hamilton, use touch screens or
direct-recording equipment exclusively.
Marion County’s election services vendor helps code a mock election to use for yVote!
and other community outreach events. Assuming each county’s vendor will do the same, some
time must be budgeted to build the ballot and code the mock election. Once the schools agree to
participate, visits are scheduled before the voter registration deadline so every student who wants
to register can do so and then vote in the upcoming election. Clerk White does most of the
presenting, but this responsibility can be shared with Election Board staff and members. In fact,
Republican board member PJ Dietrick has asked to present at his alma mater, Bishop Chatard,
which is one of Marion County’s regular yVote! locations.
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yVote! Presentation
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yVote! Ballot
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