
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



How Trips to The Grocery Store Can Make Young Kids Smarter 
 
By Alvin Irby 
 
A friend recently told me that her son hated going to the grocery store. Anyone who grew up in a 
household where you received the infamous “We’re about to go into the store and don’t…” talk 
can probably relate to any kid who doesn’t like grocery stores, but for her son, he just didn’t like 
them. When viewed as an endless supply of knowledge, information, and learning, parents can 
turn trips to the local grocery store into fun adventures that make their children smarter. Feel 
free to build on the following three suggestions for older children.  
 
1.  Create a kid-friendly shopping list with your child. (Reading, Writing, Listening) 
 
Think about all the things you need to buy and figure out which items your child can reach. A lot 
of food in grocery stores are actually too high for young children to reach. Start with 3 items and 
grow the list to 5-7 items over several visits. Don’t turn this activity into a reading or writing 
lesson, but rather frame it as you need help shopping. Invite your child to help you create their 
shopping list.  
 
Don’t spring the list on a child just before you head out the door. Remind them a few times 
during the day that you’re going shopping later and will need their help with the shopping list. 
Make sure you give them a 5 or 10 minute warning, if they are doing something when it’s time to 
start. It’s hard for kids to be excited if they are mad because they were abruptly told to stop 
doing something they were enjoying. Most kids can’t resist being helpful unless they’re 
transfixed by video games, TV, or movies, so make sure your shopping list isn’t competing with 
other stuff. In a Broccoli vs Skittles scenario, Skittles usually win.  
 
Say each food (item) slowly as you write them. Dot the words, so that your child can trace them. 
Even though you wrote out the words by tracing them, children will feel like they wrote the list. 
Say each letter in the word as you write it. Then read each word back to yourself. This is called 
modeling. After they trace each of the three words on their list, say the words, say each letter 
and then say the word again. Tell your child that you forgot to add the brand of the food. Explain 
that the brand is the name of the company that makes the food. Write the name of the brand 
very big next to the food and read it slowly also (no tracing necessary). Now the list is ready! 
 
2. Find and read the aisle signs. (Critical Thinking, Matching, Comparing) 
 
Make sure you let your child hold their list. Even if you know where the aisles are that have the 
items on your child’s list, ask a worker from the grocery store which aisle you can find the food 
anyway. Make sure you have your pin handy, so that you can write down the aisle number next 
to the foods on your child’s list. As adults so many of the things that we do on a regular trip to 
the grocery store are so automatic that we don’t notice all the things that go into navigating a 
grocery store.  
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As you go about your normal shopping routine, take a moment in each aisle to read the aisle 
sign. Read the number and then read each of the foods that can be found on that aisle. Before 
you ask your child if the number matches any of the number on their list, first ask them if any of 
the foods in that aisle match the foods on their list. If candy is on their list, then it would be a 
great guess for candy to be located on the sugar aisle. Instead of telling your child they are 
wrong or made a bad guess but provide examples some of the types of foods that they will see 
on that aisle.  
 
3. Think through the value of the items. (Matching, Money, Size, Comparing) 
 
When your child finds the food on his or her list, match the brand on the list to the brand on the 
shelf. If there are a variety of flavors, talk about which flavor to choose. If there are many sizes, 
discuss which size to buy. Do you have a big family and need a big size or do you have a small 
small family. Talk about the price per oz. to compare the value of different flavors or brands. 
Even though a bigger size may be a better value, if the food will go bad before you eat it all, it 
may be better to get a smaller size. Point to to all of the numbers as you read them and make 
sure you think about loud about why you’re choosing a specific flavor or size.  
 
Decision making is a life-long skills that can often determine whether individuals lead a 
productive and successful life or go down another path. Thinking out loud and allowing children 
to offer their input when choosing flavors or sizes can provide preparation for the important 
decisions they will have to make in the future. Often, children aren’t asked what they think but 
as soon as they do something that an adult doesn’t agree with the first thing they are asked is 
“Why did you do that?” Adults hate to hear a kid say, “I don’t know,” but many children haven’t 
had opportunities to practice thinking about or thinking through the decisions they make nor 
have they had adults model for thing what good decision making looks like.  
 
Make sure your child checks off each item as you find them. Kids love to feel successful. Once 
you get home, have your child draw a picture of their 3 items on their shopping list paper. The 
first few times you create the list, choose the exact same foods. This will help children practice 
the process and feel successful. After several successful trips to the grocery store you can 
consider adding more items to the list or asking them to look at the sugar, fat, or sodium content 
to make them a bit harder. This should be fun and not a lesson.  
 
Taking a little extra time at the grocery store change a child’s life forever and equip him or her 
with invaluable skills needed for success in school and in life.  
 
A few more ideas: 
4. Buy a cheap clipboard for your child’s grocery list. 
5. Decide ahead of time if there are certain ingredients that you want or don’t want in the food 
6. Read the nutrition facts with your child. Talk to about and model how to determine if food 
have too much sugar or salt (sodium). 
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