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Ask Beth: How We Can Improve our Civic Health

Dear Beth — Last year, a report came out outlining Indiana’s declining civic health. As a former teacher, | believe
more can be done to engage not just young people but our entire community. | was taught at an early age that
voting was important, and | worry that our current generation of students doesn’t care about the process of
electing people to serve us and our interests. Thank you — Teddy Teacher

Thanks for the question Teddy. As Marion County’s chief election official, the state of our state’s civic health is a
real concern to me. The Indiana Civic Health Index was researched and published by the Indiana Bar Foundation
in 2011 and it reported our state ranks 48th in the number of people participating in elections and 43™ in the
number of registered voters. In addition, the Pew Center on the States just released a study that 51 million
people in the US who are eligible to vote are not registered. Your question raises an important issue, and | think
all of us should do our part to encourage participation in elections.

To respond to the growing need for civic literacy, our office launched yVote! in 2008 to reach out to high school
students and prepare them for a lifetime of voting. We spend about 30 minutes covering topics like how to
register to vote, where to go to vote, who's on the ballot and ways to vote. Every student completes a mock
ballot and casts it on actual voting equipment, and eligible students can register to vote. I’'m proud to report that
we’ve registered nearly 2,000 students to vote and visited 22 Marion County public, private and charter high
schools in the eight semesters we’ve offered yVote!.

However, everyone can pitch in. If you know high school teachers or principals in Marion County, invite them to
call our office (317) 327-5100 to learn more about yVote!. Do you have grandchildren, nieces, nephews or
neighbors that are 17-years old? Indiana law permits them to register and vote in the May primary election if
they will be 18 on or before the November 6, 2012 general election. Not every state permits 17-year-olds to
vote in a primary election, and | think this is an exciting opportunity for young people to participate in an
election.

Neighborhood associations can be a great ‘friend of democracy’ by alerting their members and neighbors about
important election dates like the deadline to return an absentee application, when early voting begins or where
their neighborhood goes to vote on Election Day. In fact, closely-knit neighborhoods know when new people
move in and can reach out to them to make sure they are registered to vote. Plus, Indiana law requires voters to
update their registration every time they move or change their name.

| hope these ideas on how we can engage our community to be part of the democratic process are helpful to
you. If you or anyone you know needs more information, please call us at (317) 327-5100, send an email to
elections@indy.gov or visit www.indy.gov/elections.

Best wishes,
Beth White
Marion County Clerk

Note to Readers: “Ask Beth” is a monthly column written by Marion County Clerk Beth White and aimed at
educating the public about the services provided by her office. For more information, visit www.indy.gov/clerk or
call (317) 327-4740.
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