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TESTIMONY TO THE SENATE EDUCATION, ENERGY, AND THE ENVIRONMENT COMMITTEE

SB0515 - ELECTIONS - VOTER REGISTRATION AGE - ALTERATION

Position:  FAVORABLE

by:  Karen Wessel, Defend Democracy Team Member, Indivisible Howard County

On behalf of Indivisible Howard County, a grassroots organization of 700+ members who embrace progressive values and strive to defend our 
democracy, I am writing to support SB0515.

SB0515 would change the earliest age of Maryland voter pre-registration from 16 years to 15 years and 9 months, allowing Maryland teens to 
become pre-registered voters when obtaining their MVA driving learner’s permits.  This process would acquaint our young citizens with civic 
participation at an even earlier age and also present them with the idea of and opportunity to become much needed election judges on Election Day.

Let’s provide the opportunity for our young Marylanders to learn even earlier on about both the privilege of voting and the responsibility of upholding 
our free and fair elections. 
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February 21, 2024 

Testimony on SB 495 
Election Law – Petitions and Ballot Questions – Plain Language Requirement 

Education, Energy, and the Environment 
 

Position: Favorable 
 
Common Cause Maryland is in support of SB 495, which would require that all Ballot Questions be 
written in a way that they could be reasonably understood by a voter with a 6th grade level of reading 
comprehension. Voting should be accessible to all eligible citizens, and that necessitates breaking 
down any intellectual barriers to voting in elections.  
  
Regardless of the intent, ballot measures that are hard to understand are a big problem in 
elections. Voters often leave the polling booth unsure of how they voted on a question, or they may 
have even avoided voting on certain questions altogether because they are just not sure what they 
are being asked. It is important that voters are conscious of the decisions they are making. It is also 
important that voters don’t feel left out of policymaking by intimidating ballot language.  
  
Ballot measures still favor the college-educated who represent a minority of the U.S. population.  
According to the Census Bureau, only 31 percent of people 25 or older have a bachelor's degree or 
higher education level. Specifically, in Maryland only 47% of people are college educated. Meaning 
that at least 53% of people are in jeopardy of not being able to understand what is written in a ballot 
question. While the ability to comprehend the complicated language used in ballot measures is 
becoming more widespread, it still does not reflect the education level of the average American 
voter.  
    
This bill is not meant to question the intelligence of Marylanders, this bill simply acknowledges the 
realities of the educational make-up of our state and country and makes necessary 
accommodations. We believe that measures should be taken to make voting on ballot measures 
more equitable for everyone. SB 495 would make voting more accessible, and for that reason we 
urge a favorable report.   
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TESTIMONY TO THE SENATE EDUCATION, HEALTH AND ENVIRONMENTAL
AFFAIRS COMMITTEE

SB 495 Election Law - Petitions and Ballot Questions - Plain Language
Requirement

POSITION: Support with amendment

BY: Linda Kohn, President

Date: February 21, 2024

The League of Women Voters was founded to promote political responsibility through
informed and active participation in government. When ballot measures are presented
in language that is overly technical, it becomes a barrier to voter participation. This bill
seeks to ensure that petitions as well as ballot measures will be readily understood by
the average voter.

The League of Women Voters of Maryland supports the intent of SB 495, which
proposes a plain language requirement for ballot questions. When ballot question
language is confusing, voters may choose to not vote on that issue, which eliminates
their opportunity to impact public policy.

Sixteen states specify that ballot language must be easy to understand. We understand
that ballot language is often constrained by legal requirements to make sure that it truly
reflects the intent of the question based on legal standards. However, the League
believes that certain measures can be taken by the State Board of Elections to meet
those requirements while staying within the bounds of the law.

The League of Women Voters of Maryland urges a favorable report on SB 495.

121 Cathedral Street, Suite 2B, Annapolis, MD 21401
410-269-0232 * info@lwvmd.org * www.lwvmd.org
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Senate Education, Energy, and the Environment Committee 
SB 495: Election Law - Petitions and Ballot Questions - Plain Language Requirement 

February 21, 2024 
Position: Support   

The Maryland Developmental Disabilities Council (Council) is an independent public policy organization 
that creates change to make it possible for people with developmental disabilities to live the lives they 
want with the support they need. Our vision is that people with and without disabilities in Maryland 
live, learn, work, and play together.   

WHAT does this legislation do?   
• SB 495 makes changes to the way that petitions for new ballot questions and questions on a 

ballot are written. It requires that they are written in plain language.   
• Plain language is a way of writing so that all people can understand information the first time 

they read it. 

WHY is this legislation important?   
• Writing ballot petitions and questions in plain language benefits everyone. Currently, many 

ballot questions can be confusing for people with and without disabilities to understand. Using 
plain language makes it easier for all voters, including people with disabilities, to understand 
what they are being asked to consider.   

• This bill makes voting more accessible for people with disabilities. Voting is a fundamental 
right for Marylanders with developmental disabilities, but they face barriers. Research shows 
that 20% of voters with disabilities face difficulties with voting, compared to 6% of voters 
without disabilities1 . But these difficulties can be eliminated. Research also shows that with 
more accessible voting options available, more people with disabilities vote2 . Creating more 
accessible voting practices, such as incorporating plain language, allows more people with 
disabilities to vote.   

Incorporating plain language into ballot petitions and questions allows all Marylanders to better 
participate in the electoral process. This makes voting more accessible for everyone, including people 
with developmental disabilities. For that reason, the Council supports SB 495. 

Contact: Chris Rogers, Director of Engagement, CRogers@md-council.org 

1 https://www.eac.gov/sites/default/files/2023-07/EAC_2023_Rutgers_Report_FINAL.pdf 
2 https://smlr.rutgers.edu/sites/default/files/Documents/Centers/Program_Disability_Research/FactSheet_Disability_Voter_Turnout_2020.pdf 

https://smlr.rutgers.edu/sites/default/files/Documents/Centers/Program_Disability_Research/FactSheet_Disability_Voter_Turnout_2020.pdf
https://www.eac.gov/sites/default/files/2023-07/EAC_2023_Rutgers_Report_FINAL.pdf
mailto:CRogers@md-council.org
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SB495: Simplified Ballot Language
Education, Energy, & the Environment Committee

February 21, 2024: 1:00 PM

Writing ballot measures that everyone can understand will allow our constituents to vote more
confidently. Complex language can be confusing for many voters, resulting in miscast votes,
skipped questions, and disproportionate influence of special interests. Of the 26 states1 that
have ballot questions, referendums, or initiatives, 21 require that their language must be easy
to understand.

On our 2022 ballots, many of the questions voters faced were incomprehensible without
additional legal education. Take Question #2, for instance:

“Adds to the eligibility requirements to serve as a senator or a delegate to the Maryland General
Assembly by requiring a person to have maintained a primary place of abode in the district that the
person has been chosen to represent. Under current law, a person must have resided in the district to
which the person has been elected for at least six months immediately preceding the date of the person's
election or, if the district has been established for less than six months prior to the date of election, as
long as the district has been established. The new law requires, beginning January 1, 2024, a person must
have both resided in and maintained a primary place of abode in the district for the same time periods as
under current law.”

Our drafters can write in a manner that can be easily understood. Ballot Question #4 from 2022
is a great example of a well-written question:

“Do you favor the legalization of the use of cannabis by an individual who is at least 21 years of age on or
after July 1, 2023, in the State of Maryland?”

To solve this issue and establish conformity in our ballot language, SB495 would require ballot
measures to be written at a sixth-grade level, as determined by the Federal Plain Writing Act of
2010.2 Democracy is enhanced when people clearly understand the issues requiring their vote
and will help address the voting drop-off we see on ballot questions. This is not a hypothetical:

2 https://www.plainlanguage.gov/

1 AK, AZ, AR, CA, CO, FL, ID, IL, MA, ME, MD, MI, MO, MS, MT, NE, NM, NV, ND, OH, OK, OR, SD, UT,
WA, and WY.

https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/SB0459


State Board of Elections 2022 data indicated that nearly 400,000 voters declined to answer
important ballot questions although they participated higher on the ballot (2,005,223 voters
helped elect our Governor, while only 1,590,187 votes were cast for the lowest performing
Ballot Question). Simplifying our language will help them be more confident in the exercise of
their franchise.

This bill (SB56) was passed unanimously by the Senate in 2020.

I urge a favorable report for SB495.

https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/sb0056/?ys=2020rs

