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Supreme Court Leaves Mail Voting Rules in Place

for Midterms

Election officials say the ruling avoids a last-minute scramble, while the administration
says it will keep pursuing voting investigations.

The Supreme Court blocked the Trump adminis-
tration from adding new federal restrictions on
mail ballots just weeks before the November
midterm elections, leaving existing state rules in
place for now. According to reporting by PBS New-
sHour, the Court’s brief unsigned order allowed a
lower court ruling to stand, meaning the U.S. Postal
Service cannot require specialized ballot en-
velopes or collect voter information described in
the interview as sensitive.

The timing is the heart of the story. Some voters
have already received mail ballots, and Election
Day is seven weeks away. Election officials are not
just debating an abstract policy; they are trying to
run an election while the legal ground shifts under
them. Tammy Patrick, chief executive officer of pro-
grams at the National Association of Election Ad-
ministrators and a former Arizona election official,
told PBS there was “a collective sigh of relief.” Her
point was not that election rules should never
change. It was that changing ballot-envelope re-
quirements and data-collection rules this late
would have been extremely difficult for the people
who print ballots, train workers, answer voter
questions and process mail.

A blank ballot envelope and pen sit on a table beside outgoing mail, suggesting mail-in voting.

The trade-off is familiar but real: How should a
democracy balance election security with voter ac-
cess and administrative practicality? The adminis-
tration has argued that additional scrutiny is need-
ed to protect “integrity,” meaning public confi-
dence that only eligible people vote and that each
person votes only once. Attorney General Todd
Blanche said ongoing investigations into illegal vot-
ing would continue, and he framed the administra-
tion’s effort as a way to ensure safe, free and fair
elections.

Election officials do not reject the goal of secure
elections. Patrick said officials are already bound
by state law to make sure only eligible voters cast
ballots, while also making sure eligible voters can
participate without unnecessary barriers. In other
words, the disagreement is not over whether elec-
tions should be secure. It is over whether these
particular federal changes, imposed this close to
Election Day, would improve security enough to
justify the disruption and possible confusion.

Mail voting depends on many moving parts. A voter
has to request or receive a ballot under state rules,
fill it out correctly, sign it consistently, and return it
by the allowed method and deadline. Local officials
then verify and count those ballots according to
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state procedures. A rule requiring new envelopes
or new information can sound simple from far
away, but it can require new printing, new instruc-
tions, new training and new public communication.
If some ballots have already been mailed, officials
must decide whether those ballots remain valid,
whether voters need replacements, and how to ex-
plain the answer clearly.

That is why late changes can affect access even
when they do not directly ban anyone from voting.
Confusion can change behavior. A voter who hears
conflicting claims about mail ballots may delay,
make a mistake, or decide not to use the option at
all. Patrick said voters should know that whatever
rules were in place in their states before the ruling
remain in place now. She also warned about a
practical issue separate from the court fight: some
Postal Service transportation routes have changed,
and some mail may take longer. Her advice was to
request and return mail ballots early and to use
whatever return options are available in each state.

The case also shows how election administration is
both national and local. National leaders and feder-
al courts can shape the rules. But elections are
carried out by state and local offices, often under
state-specific laws. That makes uniform national
action appealing to people who want consistent

Written from reporting by PBS NewsHour.

safeguards, but complicated for officials who must
fit any change into systems already built and run-
ning. The same rule can land differently in different
states depending on their deadlines, ballot designs,
technology and staffing.

The Supreme Court order did not end the broader
dispute. PBS reported that the Department of Jus-
tice had sent letters to dozens of states seeking
voter data, and Blanche said investigations would
continue. That means voters and officials may still
face political and legal arguments about how vot-
ing should be monitored. The ruling did, however,
answer one immediate question: for the upcoming
November election, the mail-ballot rules voters and
officials already planned around remain the rules.

A strong democracy needs both trust and partici-
pation. Security rules can build trust if they are
clear, lawful and workable. But if rules arrive too
late or are explained poorly, they can damage trust
by making voters wonder whether the process is
stable. This case asks a difficult question without
an easy answer: when an election is already under-
way, should officials prioritize adding safeguards
that some leaders say are necessary, or preserving
a predictable process that millions of voters and
thousands of local workers are already using?
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THINK IT THROUGH

1. When an election is already underway, how high should the bar be for changing voting rules, even
if officials say the changes would improve security?

2. Who should have the most authority over mail voting procedures: federal officials, state
governments, courts, or local election administrators?

3. Does public confidence in elections depend more on adding safeguards or on keeping rules stable
and easy to understand?
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ACROSS DOWN
1 Connected to the national government, 2  Voting process for choosing leaders or
not state or local offices deciding public issues
4  Check that a signature, identity, or other 3 Legally qualified to take part, such as in
information is correct voting
5 Paper or digital form for marking voting 6 Established set of steps for completing a
choices task
8 Folded paper cover for sending a 7 Protection against fraud, mistakes, or
document through the mail other voting threats
9 Latest date or time for finishing a
required task
10 Public trust that a process is honest, fair,

and follows rules
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

PBS NewsHour

“Election officials get mail-in voting clarity after Supreme Court decision”

Published Tuesday, September 15, 2026
Read by us on Wednesday, September 16, 2026

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/elections-officials-get-mail-in-voting-clarity-after-supreme-court-decision

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article and its discussion questions, a word search, and a crossword.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com
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