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For Phoenix residentMatthew Wangeman, Election Day was his IndependenceDay.

Tuesdaymarked the first time thatWangeman, a 39-year-old disabledman, was able to cast his ballot
independently.He called it a proud first for both himself and the state.

"My experience today is a story I will tell my grandkidsmany years from now," Wangeman said,
communicatingby using a head wand and a letterboard.

Arizona is the first state to begin testingvotingmachines made by Chicago-basedAutoMark thatallow voters
with disabilitiesand other specialneeds to cast ballotswithout assistance,in privateand leavinga paper trail.
Should the test provesuccessful,people with major disabilitieswill find votingan easier task.

Themachine marked a traditionaloptical-scanballot and thenreturned it to Wangeman, who deposited the
ballot into the collectionmachine just like everybodyelse.

The pilot projectwas spurred by requirementsof the Help America Vote Act, passedby Congress in 2002. It
mandates that all polling placesbe equipped with at least one disability-accessiblevoting machine by the
2006 federal elections.

ArizonaSecretaryof StateJan Brewer said she didn't know howmany disabledpeople will be using the
machinesby then. Sixpolling locationsin Arizonahad the machines: four in Maricopa County, one in
CochiseCounty and one in Graham County.

Wangeman can'twalk or talk due to cerebral palsyand being deprivedof oxygen at birth.He usesa power
wheelchair,and he communicatesusing a head pointer to point at lettersand words on a letterboardon his
wheelchair's lap tray.

Wangeman, with hiswife, Tanya, and son, Elijah, wheeled into his polling place in northwest Phoenix.He
usedhis head pointer,mounted on a bicyclehelmet, to cast his ballot on a touchscreen.

"For the first time, I would say it was pretty cool,"he saidof his independent votingexperience.

Wangeman, a member of the Governor'sCouncil on Developmental Disabilities,wants to help improve the
votingexperience for futuredisabled voters.The touchscreen was too sensitive,he said.

During his vote, optionswould appear on the screen.Once Wangeman touched his choicewith his head
pointer,he had the option of going to the next raceor returning to change his vote.

"I had to keep going backbecause I was scared that I missed something,"he said. "Itwould make sense for
themanufacturer to include a dwell feature,"which would require holding hispointer on hischoice for a short
period before it would register.

An advocate for the disabled,Wangeman said people with disabilitiesare oftenmarginalized and viewed as
having to be takencare of.When voting in the past,Wangeman said,he iscertain that some people
questionedwhether he was trulyvotingor his assistantwas making the choices.

"So it is very important to me, as well as the greater disabilitycommunity, to show the world that I am the one
who is making thechoicesmyself,"he said.

For most of the 21 yearshe has been voting,Wangeman couldn'tget into the polling placeswhere his
neighborsvoted. "I really think it is important for people with disabilities to get out and votebecause somany
politicianstake people with disabilities for granted,"he said.

Brewer said 10 to12 people in each of the six precinctsparticipatedin the pilot program.

Themachines have Braille markings and audio.

The statewill analyzehow the machines worked so it can prepare for the 2006 election,Brewer said.


