The Story of the Pumpkin Bill
Kathleen Haley Frick
The idea of the Pumpkin Bill was sparked by an article
in Weekly Reader, a newspaper for children, about how a
fourth grade class in Florida lobbied the governor to officially proclaim the orange the state fruit. In response to my
students' question, I found that New Hampshire did not
have a state fruit. As I announced this fact, I could almost
see little light bulbs click on in their heads as they took
the logical next step and suggested that we do the same as
the kids in Florida. They already knew that they would be
learning how a bill becomes a law, why not actually do it? A
journey that would take the full school year began that day
and by the end of that first day my students decided the
pumpkin as a worthy fruit for New Hampshire. I called our
local representative to explain our proposal and the next
day the bill was filed and we were on our way.
Working on the Pumpkin Bill took numerous hours of
planning, writing e-mails, lining up rides for our five trips
to Concord, and preparing 15 eight-to-ten year olds for
some pretty unusual situations. Yet this was by far the most
rewarding and exciting teaching and learning experience
I've had in over 20 years of teaching. Our entire school
community became involved. We had the total support of
our principal, who found funding for all our needs. I often
sought his assurance, wanting him to know that the time
commitment necessary meant that other academic subjects
might be neglected, and that I believed that what the kids
would learn from this experience outweighed any missed
instruction. The chairman of our school board put together
press kits as we ventured into public hearings and lobbied

at the State House, passing out "Support the Pumpkin Bill"
buttons made by another board member. Parents and town
residents helped whenever asked. One mom bought pounds
of orange colored chocolate to make pumpkin lollipops
the students offered to lawmakers as they asked them to
support House Bill 1111. ln fine arts class, each of the 55

students in our rural K-6 school made a round, orange felt
pumpkin with a green stem and google eyes that we named
Pumpkin Bill. One of these whimsical, orange orbs was
perched beside the podium in the State House chamber
when the Speaker of the House banged his gavel declaring
that the bill had overwhelmingly passed on a voice vote. It
was about this time that learning the legislative process was
no longer our only goal. We wanted to make a law. Our
classroom became Pumpkin Headquarters.
The students were easily recognizable in their orange
t-shirts as they testified and lobbied for their cause. Their
poise was remarkable as cameras flashed close to their faces
and microphones hovered to catch their words. The many
hours spent crafting and rehearsing testimony and lobbying strategies "bore fruit." Poised, Prepared, Passionate, and
Persuasive were the motivating words that guided work on
the Pumpkin Bill and they hung in our classroom from
October to June.

The Great Pumpkin and Bill Signing
Party on May 6 ended our journey. As
the theme music from Rock_y played,
the extraordinary third and fourth
grade lobbyists took a bow before their
admirers.
Many skills were tied to our work. Students wrote
descriptive paragraphs about the inside and outside of a
pumpkin, and used time-order words to recount a trip to
the State House. They learned and practiced letter-writing
techniques as they wrote letters to representatives and senators. A timeline of important events concerning the bill's
progress through the legislative process stretched across our
classroom. Information for their testimonies was researched
and checked in small groups. Students learned New
Hampshire county names and demographics during our
postcard campaign. First, 400 postcards were decorated and
the correct number put in boxes labeled with each county's
name. Then, packets of cards were sent to other fourth
grades throughout the state asking them to write a message
supporting the pumpkin as the state fruit. This lobbying
strategy ensured that each representative would receive a
postcard from a student who lived in the same county. Not
everyone was in favor of the pumpkin, so when someone
spoke or wrote critical remarks we took these opportunities
to learn about the First Amendment. I look back in wonder
at the accomplishments of these young students.
As we neared the end of the process, and the Senate vote was a week away, we wrote and asked Governor
Lynch, if the bill passed and ifhe was going to sign it,
would he do it at our school? The Great Pumpkin and Bill
Signing Party on May 6 ended our journey. As the theme
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Many opporturut1es exist for students to
become involved in meaningful civic work.
One thing we observed when we went to the
State House was how genuinely delighted
legislators were to see young people involved
in governmental processes.

music from Rocky played, the extraordinary third and
fourth grade lobbyists took a bow before their admirers.
These included all five of the bill's sponsors, the chairman
of the House committee, other local representatives, and
of course, the governor. A plaque hangs in a hallway of our
school with the Pumpkin Kids' picture and names forever
proclaiming Wells Memorial School Home of the Pumpkin Bill.
I know it's not possible for all teachers and students to
replicate our experience with civic engagement and it's not
necessary. Many opportunities exist for students to become
involved in meaningful civic work. One thing we observed
when we went to the State House was how genuinely
delighted legislators were to see young people involved in
governmental processes. My students were always treated
with seriousness and respect. Three of our sponsors were
very willing to visit our classroom and talk to us about the
logistics of testifying. I urge all educators to invite their
local representatives and senators to come and share some
pending legislation that might interest students. Working on meaningful legislation offers a unique opportunity
to learn about government. The chairman of the House
Committee on Agriculture and Environment has offered
to come in January and share some bills that might be of
interest to my students.
One of the most enduring memories the Pumpkin
Kids have is of the people they met. Speaking to a reporter
after the Senate vote, a fourth grade student summed it
up with these words when asked about the people she'd

met: "They are like family-well, maybe not family, but we
feel very close to the representatives and senators." Many
of these students are no longer in my classroom, but they
wanted to continue to learn about government and keep
their connection with legislative issues, so we have started
an after school Civics Club. We look forward to many
exciting experiences in the state that takes pride in hosting the first in the nation primary and is also home of the
Pumpkin Law.
Kathleen Frick has taught at Wells Memorial Schoolfar
22 years-most ofthat time in combined classrooms of
third andfourth or fourth andfifth graders.

Photos by Vince Bradley.

67
New Hampshire Journal of Education

