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On Tuesday, November 8, Americans will go to the polls 

to elect state officials, members of Congress, and a new 

President, as well as to decide ballot questions that will 

affect the future of their states and communities.  This  

issue of Better Together, in concert with NAC’s Voter 

Registration and Education Project, gives faces and 

voices to the vital but often-ignored truth that “every 

vote counts.”  These pages show how the act of voting 

becomes a way to tell a story about your involvement in 

the civic life of your neighborhood, your city, your   

county, and your country.  Here you will find the stories of 

first-time voters, long-time voters, and those who have 

faced challenges in exercising their right to cast a ballot.  

As we approach a momentous day in America, we 

pause to reflect on the legacies of our right to vote—

and to reaffirm our responsibility to help shape the future 

we all share. 

 

Interviews conducted by Karen Billett, Tarahn Harris,  

Rodney Jones, Velma Landers, Lottie Sneed, Quincy 

Spruell, and Walter Wilson. 

Better Together is the national 

newsletter prepared by and 

for the network of communities 

partnered with the non-profit 

Neighborhood Associates  

Corporation.  See back page 

for more information. 
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by Karen Billett, Community Coordinator 

Carver Terrace Apartments, Washington, DC 

 

American life features many rites of passage.  

You can legally drive at 16.  You can join the 

military at 18.  But one rite of passage seems 

to be often skipped at age 18: exercising the 

right to VOTE! 

  

American democracy needs 

citizens to register to vote and 

then go to the polls. We all 

have the duty to participate 

and make our country as good 

as it can be. That’s what  

voting can do. 

  

Yet only 42% of eligible voters 

voted in the 2014 elections.  Of 

that percentage, most were 

older, whiter, and richer than 

the overall population.  They 

voted for policies that  

appealed to a 1950s America rather than to 

the America of 2016, which is more diverse 

than they are accustomed to. 

  

A 2016 series of national surveys found that 

“fewer than half of American eighth-graders 

know why we have a Bill of Rights. Only one 

in 10 understands the concept of checks and 

balances between branches of govern-

ment….75% of high school seniors cannot 

name any of the powers granted to Con-

gress by the Constitution.”  (“Shocker, Not: 

What’s the purpose of our Bill of Rights? Most 

eighth-graders have no idea," Civics  

Education Initiative, 26 April 2016.) 

  

These truths are very telling.  

Some say that millennials are 

not interested in direct  

political participation, being 

content to participate via  

social media.  They are far  

removed from those elders 

who experienced Vietnam 

and the civil rights  

movement, and may be less 

aware of how tenuous these 

rights can be and of the need 

to fight to maintain them.  

  

I believe a new movement must be started.  

It is incumbent upon us as Baby Boomers to 

help educate millennials and Generation Z 

on the privileges and responsibilities of living 

in a democracy, and on the importance of 

honoring the sacred rite of passage that 

comes with turning 18: the right to VOTE! 

A Rite of Passage             The Passage to Rights 

Above: Resident-made posters grace the landscape of City View Park in Louisville during an NAC-sponsored 

voter registration drive in September.  Photo by Shante’ Durham. 

I am 21 years old, I live in Bradenton Village, 

and I am registering to vote for 

the first time.  I never thought it 

very important that I vote.   

Rodney Jones explained how 

important it was to not only  

register but to vote, and that we 

vote for our children’s future. 

 

   I am a single mother with 4 young children.   

I want things to be better for my  

children, so I will vote for the first 

time in the November election. 

 

Now that I have more knowledge 

about voting it makes sense to vote.  

Many people before us voted and 

    died for our right to vote.  

Ashley Washington    First-Time Voter 
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by Walter Wilson, Community Coordinator 

East Hills, Pittsburgh, PA 

 

It seems that a big challenge for today’s    

urban areas and inner cities is the absence 

of a culture of voting and of discussing    

election issues.  In suburban and rural  

America, people seem more informed about 

who’s running for office, and have no qualms 

about discussing their positions. 

 

Why is voting such a touchy subject in our 

communities?  Because, throughout our 

country, the conflict has been between 

those who envision a government  

determined by and working for all people 

and those who hope for a country that  

guarantees the rights of a select few at the 

expense of all others. 

 

So the question is: do you vote?  Culture and 

history do predict those who vote regularly 

and those who just don’t consider it.  Ameri-

can history shows that there is a large gap  

 

between those who were initially able to 

vote (white, property-owning, Protestant 

men) and those who weren’t (all other gen-

ders and races). 

 

It seems that, in certain areas of the US, there 

are more important matters in people’s lives 

than exercising the right to vote.  The wealthy 

understand that voting affects their dollars 

and cents.  People in other parts of the coun-

try are just trying to make it to the very next 

day. To them, voting is not as important. But 

change can be made. Throughout our histo-

ry, people have been jailed, abused, and 

even killed so that specific groups could 

have the right to vote.  We should exercise 

that right. We can only do that through edu-

cation about the impact voting has.  

 

If you are a caring citizen, register, vote, and 

make a difference. Your future, your chil-

dren’s future, and your children’s children’s 

future rely on it! 

Communities of Voters Your Stories 

Ivy Williams                  Bradenton Village 
I registered to vote for the first time in 1978.   

I registered in Manatee County, Florida, 

where I still live. I have voted in every  

election. I make it a priority to vote. 

 

What was the biggest issue on the ballot the 

first time you voted?  The voters decided to 

let the governor appoint members to the 

State Board of Education.  That was a big 

deal. Some people thought it would give the 

governor too much power. 

 

How did you learn about the importance of 

voting?  Leola Murray Hird, my grandmother, 

always told her grandchildren that it was   

important to vote.  She would tell us: if you 

do not vote you do not have a voice.  She 

also taught us that it is very important for            

minorities to vote. She said that many  

people fought long and hard for us to have 

the right to vote. 

 

What is the most important reason to vote?  

No vote, no voice!  Minorities and the poor 

are hurt by not voting. I vote for my children 

and grandchildren. I want the best for them 

in the future. 
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From Coast to Coast           The Voting Class of ‘72 

Cynthia Joseph, Thomas Paine Square, 

San Francisco, CA 
 

I registered to vote in 1972, the first year that 

18-year-olds were eligible to vote.  I voted 

that year.  I was living in Jacksonville, Florida. 

 

What major issues were on the ballot? 

Shirley Chisholm was running for President—

the first woman to seek the Democratic  

nomination and the first African-American to 

seek a major party’s presidential nomination.  

I voted for her in the primary. 

 

 

How did you learn about the importance of 

voting?  My mother was adamant about  

voting, and my elementary through high 

school teachers drilled in us that we must 

vote. I have voted regularly ever since. 

 

What is the most important reason to vote? 

Because of slavery and Jim Crow, many 

black and white people lost their lives for me 

to have a right to vote, which I will never 

take for granted. 

Lona Wright, Carver Terrace 

Washington, DC 
 

I am 65 years old.  The first time that I  

remember voting was for Walter E.  

Washington, the first elected mayor of  

Washington, DC.  The first Presidential  

election I voted in was in 1972.  I was a new 

mother, living in Southeast Washington DC. 

 

What major issues were on the ballot? 

Jobs. It was important then and is important 

now. During that time, DC was still trying to 

recover from the riots of 1968, after Martin 

Luther King, Jr. died. There were protest 

about the Vietnam War, and DC was still a 

pretty segregated town.  I would estimate 

that about 10-15% of black Washington had 

a good government job; the rest of us were 

relegated to low-paying domestic work. 

I have made it a point to vote regularly ever  

 

 

since, and have not missed a local or  

presidential election. I have talked about 

voting with my children, and make sure that 

they and my grandchildren always vote. 

My parents did not vote.  They were from 

backwoods South Carolina and had little  

education.  My mother was 16 when she 

married my 26-year-old father.  She was a 

homemaker all of her life and my father 

worked construction.  While we never talked 

about voting in our home, I believe that my 

parents didn’t vote because they did not  

really understand why voting matters.   But 

when I look back at the time they may have 

been afraid.  

What is the most important reason to vote?  

Without participating in voting you don’t get 

the representation that you need in your 

community and in the country as a whole.  
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Anthony Greene, Carver Terrace 

Washington, DC 
 

I am 66 years old. The first 

time that I registered was in 

2007, to help elect Barack 

Obama the following year. 

I had never registered to vote be-

fore because I just had no interest in 

politics. I never saw how being in-

volved could benefit me, and no one every 

captured my attention the way Obama did. 

Most of my life I was just trying to survive. 

 

I do not remember any conversations about 

voting taking place in my house.  I 

can’t even tell you if my mother, 

aunts, or any other family members 

voted. I was caught up in the hus-

tlin’ life. I was all about me 

and really didn’t care 

about anything other than 

my survival. 

 

Jeanette Lee, East Hills, Pittsburgh, PA 
 

I registered to vote in 1983, when I was 18.  I was 

motivated through the people of church, sports, 

and other role models that came through my life. 

 

When you were a child, was voting discussed in 

your home? 

I learned about the importance of voting 

through my school and the positive adults in my 

life. I don’t think my mother was registered, but 

my two siblings were. I was truly excited when I  

registered and first voted! 

 

 

Why do you think it is important to vote? 

Because you know you had a hand in the  

outcome even if whoever you vote for does not 

win. The important thing is the effort put into it. 

Our forefathers went through a lot to help us to 

have a say-so! 

 

Do you think voting makes a difference?  

YES!  It helps our families and our communities.   

I am glad to be free to do it.  We also need more 

young people to vote. 

Communities of Voters Your Stories 

Eugene Williams, of North Barclay Green, is a 

native of Baltimore. He describes himself as a 

“card-carrying Democrat,” although he doesn’t  

necessarily agree with all of their previous or  

current policies.  When asked about his voting 

experience, he cites the elections of John  

Kennedy and Barack Obama as being the most 

memorable because he felt that those men had 

character and spoke to the people. 

Like many people, Mr. Eugene is not too thrilled 

with this year’s candidates. He feels they are  

doing a lot of calling out each other and not 

necessarily addressing issues affecting the  

community or the public. One thing is for sure: he 

will continue to be a card-carrying Democrat, 

and to advocate for change in his community 

on the ground level. 
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by Rodney Jones,  

Community Coordinator,  

Bradenton Village, Bradenton, FL 

 

Webster’s defines debt as “something owed, or a 

state of owing.”  By that definition, one lives  

under the premise that once a debt is paid, one 

is free of what has been deemed to be owed.  

Not so in Florida, where 1.5 million convicted  

felons are still paying a price for their crimes even 

after completing their terms of incarceration and 

court-ordered sanctions of probation and/or  

parole. 

  

The idea of taking away a 

criminal's right to vote has 

been around since ancient 

Greece and Rome. In Europe, 

a condition called “civil 

death” involved the forfeiture 

of property, the loss of the 

right to appear in court, and a 

prohibition on entering into 

contracts, as well as the loss of 

voting rights. Civil death was 

brought to America by English 

colonists, but most aspects of 

it were eventually abolished, leaving only felon 

disenfranchisement intact in some parts of  

modern America. 

  

Florida is one of nine states that do not have an 

automatic restoration of voting rights.  In her 2010 

book The New Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander 

compares current conditions in these states to 

the sweltering oppression of Jim Crow. She also 

shows how debilitating these policies are to  

citizens beyond the matter of voting. Under  

Florida law, persons who have completed their 

felony sentences remain ineligible not only to 

vote for an extended period, but also to hold 

certain licenses, to qualify for many government 

programs, and to lease in some communities. 

 

Many convicted felons have found regaining 

their civil rights in Florida to be next to impossible.  

In Florida, restoration of civil rights is not  

automatically granted for any felony conviction.  

Persons convicted of any felony must apply for 

executive clemency—after a five-year waiting  

period. Many first-degree felonies require a  

seven-year wait, followed by a board review. 

Even after this five- to seven-year wait, the actual 

clemency process takes several more years, with 

no guarantee of a restoration of rights. To put this 

in perspective: in Florida, one in five African-

Americans is disenfranchised due to felony  

convictions. 

  

Close to home, this legislation has been  

devastating. John (not his real name), a BV  

resident, states that it has been hard for him to 

get on his feet. The job market 

is difficult; many employers do 

not hire convicted felons.  

And he feels a deep sense of 

alienation due to being una-

ble to vote or get financial aid 

for school. 

 

“I am man enough to admit 

the mistake that I made,” 

John says, “and I was wrong 

for what I did.  I was also man 

enough to pay my debt to 

society in full.  Yet I am still penalized, and suffer 

for the same mistake that I paid the debt for.  It 

just does not make sense to me.” John is not 

alone.  Many others in our community relay  

similar feelings and experiences, and say the  

process has debilitated their quality of life and 

their opportunity to pursue the American dream. 

  

Some Floridians are confronting this situation. We 

seek to get a constitutional amendment on the 

state ballot. Petition organizers have reached the 

required benchmark of 68,000 petitions from  

registered voters to forward a proposed  

amendment to the Florida Supreme Court.   

If approved, the amendment change would go 

on the ballot for consideration by Florida voters in 

the next general election. Our hopes rest on the 

will of the people to move our disenfranchised 

one step closer to true freedom. 

RECLAIMING THE RIGHT TO VOTE: 
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A Challenge for Previously Incarcerated Persons 

STATE-BY-STATE VOTING RIGHTS OF PERSONS WITH FELONY CONVICTIONS 

Never 

Lose Right 

to Vote 

Lost Only While Incarcerated; 

Automatic Restoration After 

Release 

Lost Until the Completion Of  

Sentence (Parole and/or  

Probation); Automatic Restoration 

After 

Restoration by  

Governor's or Court 

Action 

ME, VT 
DC, HI, IN, MD, MS, MI, MT, 

NH, ND, OH, OR, PA, RI 

AZ, AL, AR, CA, CO, CT, DE, GA, ID, 

KS, LA, MN, MO, NE, NV, NJ, NM, NY, 

NC, OK, SC, SD, TN, TX, UT, WA, WV, 

WI, WY 

AL, AZ, FL, IA, KY, MS, 

NV, VA, WY 

Quincy Spruell, Paradise at Parkside 

Washington, DC 
 

I registered to vote for the first time this year, 

but not because I turned 18. In fact, at the 

age of 18 – more than 30 years ago – I was 

arrested, tried, and convicted for a murder 

that I did not commit. I spent roughly 25 

years in New Jersey prisons before Governor 

Jon Corzine used his executive power to  

release me. Today, I am a DC resident and 

look forward to voting for the first time. I feel 

that it is my civic responsibility to vote. This is 

an important election, and I want to have 

my voice heard. 

 

How did you learn about the importance of 

voting? 

 

Initially from a teacher. While imprisoned, 

however, I became a big fan of Eyes on the 

Prize: America’s Civil Rights Movement, 1954  

– 1985. This documentary  

frequently aired on PBS, and it 

described the Civil Rights Movement in a 

way that seemed to truly capture the  

importance and spirit of that era. I watched 

it a few times. It had a tremendous impact 

on me, and I supplemented it with books 

that detailed the struggle of African-

Americans for freedom and equal rights in 

America. 

 

What, in your opinion and experience, is the 

most important reason to vote? 

 

The right to vote — especially for African-

Americans and women — did not come 

without great struggle and sacrifice. People 

of all backgrounds fought to ensure that  

every American citizen had the right to vote. 

So, aside from it being a legitimate way to 

impact public policy and the direction of the 

country, it is important to vote because it’s a 

sure way to honor the sacrifices of those who 

fought and died to make it a  

reality. 



 

 

Neighborhood Associates Corporation (NAC) partners with communities to help inspire and 

create the kind of social organizations and networks that sustain communities over the long 

term.  We work directly in 10 beautiful communities across the country, where a system of 

core values–civility, livelihood, education, health, housing, green living, cultural leadership, 

and  democracy–serve as guiding points for building community sustainability through the 

power of association.  We are “Better Together”! 

NEIGHBORHOOD ASSOCIATES  

CORPORATION 

President:  Dr. Bobby Austin   

Executive Director:  Gloria Cousar 

 

EDITORIAL  TEAM  

Contact  Us  

Neighborhood Associates Corporation 

1101 30th St NW, Fourth Floor 

Washington, DC 20007 

(202) 333-8447 

Karen Billett Quincy Spruell 

Rodney Jones Walter Wilson 

Velma Landers 
Alex Bain &  

Alicia Durfee 

The NAC Communities are: Barclay - Midway & Old Goucher, Baltimore, MD; Bass Circle Apts., Washington, DC; Bradenton Village Apts., Bradenton, FL; 

Buckingham Village Apts., Arlington, VA; Carver Terrace Apts., Washington, DC; City View Park, Louisville, KY; East Hills, Pittsburgh, PA;  

Paradise at Parkside Apts., Washington, DC; Robert S. Jervay Place, Wilmington, NC; and Thomas Paine Square Apts., San Francisco, CA. 

I registered to vote in 1973. I was 21 years old 

and living in New Orleans at the time. I  

voted that year, and have voted regularly 

since. 

 

I walked many days in protest for my right to 

vote, a right we fought to secure. For this  

reason, I am going to vote as long as I have 

breath in my body. It’s very important to 

vote.  They said it couldn’t be done – a 

black man becoming president – but it  

happened. I feel good to know that history 

was made and I was part of making it  

happen. It feels like freedom. If you don’t 

vote and the other person wins, don’t blame 

no one but yourself. 

Pauline Harris, Paradise at Parkside 

Washington, DC 

NAC’s Voter Outreach Project would not be 

possible without the leadership and action 

of the Community Coordinators and other 

staff at all of our communities, and we 

thank them here: Tarahn Harris & Lottie 

Sneed (Barclay); Caprice Casson (Bass    

Circle); Rodney Jones and Lucy Cruz 

(Bradenton Village); Delia Montecinos 

(Buckingham Gardens); Karen Billett (Carver           

Terrace); Shante’ Durham (City View Park); 

Walter Wilson & Anita Porter (East Hills);  

Brendella Blanks (Jervay Place); Quincy 

Spruell & Daniel Harp (Paradise at Parkside); 

and Velma Landers (Thomas Paine Square). 

 

These individuals will continue their work on 

voter outreach and education right up until 

Election Day, November 8!  If you would like 

to volunteer some time and energy to assist 

them with this crucial civic project, contact 

your Community Coordinator at your com-

munity’s main office.  


