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POLL WORKER RECRUITMENT & TRAINING

« States should provide uniform poll worker training before Election Day
to ensure Election Day runs smoothly.

« Polls workers should receive a uniform wage across the state.

« Poll worker recruitment should target public employees and high school
and college students.

he formula for a well-run polling place is not complicated.

At the heart of it, a sufficient number of properly trained poll

workers is necessary to smoothly run an election process. Poll

workers undertake a full spectrum of responsibilities from
checking voter registration to directing voters within the polling place to
ensuring that equipment is properly running and ballots are safeguard-
ed. They are a voter’s first stop if there are any questions or problems on
Election Day.

Yet, although poll workers are key to a smoothly run polling place, the
Presidential Commission on Election Administration found that “one
of the signal weaknesses of the system of election administration in the
United States is the absence of a dependable, well-trained corps of poll
workers”! There are no uniform standards for poll workers nationwide,
and often not even within a given state. Pay, training requirements, and
recruitment processes vary widely from state to state and sometimes from
county to county. Remarkably, some states do not even require their poll
workers to be trained. Only 30 states require that all of their poll workers
undergo training and the remaining states have different requirements
as to which poll workers must be trained.> The result is that poll workers
may not have the tools to solve problems or crises that arise at the polling
place, which leads to delays, confusion and frustration.

Even if training is mandated, it is often inadequate. Poll workers receive
2.5 hours of training, on average.® In a survey of poll workers in New
Mexico, just 43 percent said that their training included enough hands-on
work with voting machines and roughly 35 percent said that their train-
ing did not spend enough time on election laws and procedures.* Overall,
only 22 states develop training materials for every jurisdiction within the
State, leaving more than half of the states without any uniform training
materials or guidelines.s

The states that do have proper training protocols provide great exam-
ples for other states. North Carolina has extensive guidelines and op-
portunities for poll worker training. The state has written materials and
instructional video developed by State Board of Elections staft with pro
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bono assistance from the Community College System, which reaches all
100 counties.® The state also offers a Precinct Official Certification Pro-
gram whose goal is to have at least one certified precinct official in every
polling place in the state.” North Carolina’s training program requires poll
workers to attend one large symposium, followed by two statewide train-
ing sessions.®

North Carolina’s guidelines also require local elections offices to use
the statewide uniform poll worker training program® and training before
each election,® offer two hour training sessions with additional sessions
as necessary, and engage in training of county elections staff by the state
Board of Elections. The trained staff, in turn, trains poll workers,!! pro-
vides stipends to attendees & distributes instructional DVD/VHS tapes,'?
and offers statewide training seminars, online poll worker training for all
of the counties, and special workshops.?

Maryland requires training for all poll workers before presidential and
gubernatorial primaries and again before the general election.'* Texas’s
Secretary of State’s office develops web-based training that is made avail-
able to all counties, which makes access to the materials easier.'s

In addition to implementing uniform training requirements, states
should also establish uniform pay for poll workers and uniform staffing
requirements for polling places. Twenty-seven states establish minimum
pay rates for poll workers.'s Of these states, 14 states tie pay to the state or
federal minimum wage and the remaining 13 establish a basic minimum
pay rate. One of the best examples of poll worker pay is Alaska.'” The state
has several pay options. Elections workers, language assistance workers,
and youth vote ambassadors all receive $9.50 an hour, which is significant-
ly higher than the state’s minimum wage of $7.75 per hour.'®

Adding to lack of training and poor pay, understaffed polling places can
create confusion for both poll workers and voters, contributing to long
waiting times at the polls. To address this issue, the Election Assistance
Commission began the Help America Vote College Program in 2004,
which distributes grant money for poll worker recruitment initiatives at
the state and local level. Since the program began, the EAC has awarded
more than $1 million to 34 colleges, universities, and nonprofit organiza-
tions.*?

States with the best practices on staffing polling places base their al-
lotment of poll workers on the number of registered voters served by the
polling place, rather than a fixed number for all polling places of any size.
South Carolina, for example, requires three managers for the first 500 reg-
istered voters and then three additional poll managers for every additional
500 registered voters, or fraction of 500, thereafter.>

Wide recruitment also helps bring more interest in serving as a poll
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worker. The majority of states have a preference for poll workers
to be residents of the precincts in which they work.>* California

and Massachusetts open the door for more poll workers because
they allow state residents to serve anywhere in the state.

Also allowing municipal, state or federal employees to serve
as poll workers without any penalty would increase the potential
pool of poll workers. The Department of Agriculture, for exam-
ple, changed its policy to allow employees to serve as poll work-
ers without penalty.>> California also permits all state employees
to take time off to serve as poll workers without loss of pay.>?
Going even further, Orange County has a program that set a goal
of 10 percent of poll workers being staffed by county employees
and pays county employees a full day’s pay plus a $50 stipend.>*

In addition to government employees, students are another
population that should be encouraged to serve as poll workers.
Engaging in civic activity at an early age can lead to increased
political and electoral participation.?s Half of the states allow 16
and 17 year olds to work at the polls.>s Alaska’s Student Election
Assistant program engages students 16 or older by appointing
them to the youth vote ambassador program by the director of
elections, offering a training program and providing compensa-
tion for the youth vote ambassadors.>”

The Missouri Youth Election Program allows students aged
15-17 to participate on Election Day and aid the local elec-
tion authority and poll workers at the polls.>® New York City’s
Poll Worker Initiative recruits and trains students to serve as
poll-workers and provides for on-campus poll worker trainings
at select City University of New York campuses across the five
boroughs.>® California’s Student Poll Worker Program allows
eligible students to be appointed as poll workers on Election Day
and pays them between $65 and $150 for service. 3% *!

In Franklin County, Ohio the Board of Elections has partnered
with Kids Voting Central Ohio to promote high school seniors
serving as poll workers. Students who are seniors, in good aca-
demic standing, and at least 17 years and older may participate
with the permission of their school district, teachers and parents.
Every year, new students become involved.?
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Encouraging young people to get involved in election administration
increases the likelihood that they will continue to be engaged in future
elections. In Virginia, for example, the University of Virginia Center for
Politics (CFP) received funding from the EAC to expand its Student Poll
Worker Program and all of the University of Virginia participants said
that they were likely to serve as poll workers again in the future.??

Finally, allowing poll workers the option to work a full or split shift,
like California and Nebraska, helps to encourage more participation
because people with less flexible schedules can choose to work a split shift
and still be able to participate in Election Day.>* 35

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

To ensure a smooth Election Day, local, state and federal elections
should adopt the follow policies:

« States should provide uniform statewide poll worker training before
Election Day and standardize poll worker training hours, curriculum,
assessment for poll worker proficiency, and materials to be completed
before each election. Additional compensation should be provided for
training.

« Establish uniform minimum poll worker wages no lower than the state
or federal minimum wage (whichever is higher).

« Adopt uniform staffing requirements for workers, including split shift
and/or half days options, and a formula for adequate staffing at the polls
based on registered voters in precinct before the election.

« Implement poll worker recruitment, advertisement, and incentives to
increase the number and quality of poll workers.

« Provide comp time to public employees who work as poll workers.

« Provide incentives for high school and college students to work as poll
workers. H
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