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Civics in the Grocery Store:  
A Field Trip of Awareness  
and Agency
Erin Adams

The local grocery store might seem like an unlikely choice for 
a social studies field trip, particularly for older elementary 
students. After all, it is likely that your students already know 
how to shop at a grocery store. Perhaps you are thinking that a 
field trip to a history museum or government building is more 
appropriate, but while those trips would be instructive, grocery 
stores and local markets are great and potentially untapped 
sites for social studies field trips. They present opportunities 
for inquiry into geographic, civic, and economic concerns in 
students’ communities. It is precisely the students’ familiarity 
with these stores that lends itself to critical inquiry and fosters 
civic agency. Such field trips not only align with social studies 
content in civics, geography, and economics, but they can also 
inspire students and teachers to ask thoughtful questions about 
their communities and to think about human behavior—includ-
ing their own. 

Civics and Economics in Communities
In their daily lives, young children learn about the people, 
places, and institutions that comprise the communities they 
live in. This learning takes place informally in the community 
and formally in school. Specifically, social studies classrooms 
can help children understand their own civic and economic 
roles in their communities. 

Young children can learn about “civic agency,” or “the exer-
tion of influence and power in a given situation” as well as their 
civic efficacy, or “the belief that one can make a difference in 
the world, and the responsibility to do so.”1

Grocery stores are dynamic places where people in the com-
munity obtain the things they need for survival, such as food, 
medicine, and household items. They serve as a “field” in the 
truest sense of the word, in that grocery stores are places that 
embody economics, civics, and geography and have a large 
impact in their communities. 

Curriculum Connections
The store has been used as a way to support and reinforce in-class 

learning in subjects such as math, language arts, and health.2 

Educator Kristy Ross introduces social justice into the grocery 
store-math field trip by asking students to use math concepts to 
help others.3 For example, students would collect coupons and 
money and then shop for items for a local charity. Weighing food 
in the scales may be one way for students to practice measure-
ment. Others recommend taking students to grocery stores so 
that they can learn to make healthy food choices.4

Social studies educators Boyle-Baise and Zevin suggest using 
the supermarket to discuss “supermarket secrets” and sustain-
ability.5 They suggest children think about marketing “tricks” 
supermarkets use when stocking their shelves, such as putting 
cereal within reach of children and “adult” oriented cereal on 
higher shelves. They also suggest that students use gardens as a 
way to access healthful produce. Social studies educators Field 
and Bauml provide a plethora of field trip ideas for elementary 
students, such as having pre-K students locate the grocery store 
as a way to begin exploring their community.6

The activities described below (with handouts in the 
PULLOUT  that follows this page) add to these important 
lessons with a critique of the store’s role in the community. 
Students not only practice what they learn in the classroom, but 
they think critically about the relationship between that learn-
ing and wider world—and how civic agency works in each of 
these spaces. In this way, they are doing authentic social studies 
inquiry. Each of the activities below engages students in critical 
inquiries in civics and economics. The lessons here relate to the 
C3 Frameworks for College and Career Readiness by provid-
ing cross-disciplinary inquiry and action.7 They offer openings 
for social justice teaching, critical thinking, and civic agency.

Activity 1: Identifying Goods and Services 
Students can critically investigate the types of goods and ser-
vices offered in the grocery store and the social consequences 
of these goods and services. As they walk through the store, 
students document the various goods and services they find in 
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the grocery store. As students walk through the store, they note 
goods (food and other items related to cooking) and services 
(e.g., help desk; delis and coffee shops; grocery carryout services; 
money transfer stations; a flower desk). 

Before leaving the store, ask students to look around and 
consider what goods and services might be missing at the market. 
Are there particular groups of people whose (cultural, dietary, 
religious, or financial) needs might not be met at this store? How 
were various products displayed? How much shelf space was 
reserved for a category of food?8 If students were to suggest a 
new item or service in the store, what would that be? Take a 
moment for students to review their lists to deduce what other 
goods and services might be needed in the community. Would 
a food store be the best place to provide this thing? Why or 
why not?

Activity 2: Mapping the Market
Maps often tell us more about the map-maker than the space 
being mapped.9 Student-created maps can provide teachers 
with important insights into their students’ relationships to 
the grocery store and allow children to express their civic and 
economic concepts. Ask students to sketch rough maps of the 
store’s floor plan. Hint that they can pay attention to the issues 
of access and space. For example, how do customers access 
various parts of the store, such as the market’s entrances and 
exits? How is the store organized by product categories (e.g., 
produce or canned goods)? Where are the checkout aisles? 

Having all of the students draw maps of the same space and 
(later in the classroom) share their maps is a way to help chil-
dren consider the various ways a space can be represented. In 
this way, teachers can introduce the idea of multiple perspec-
tives and authorship of maps, an important component for 
life in a democratic society. The point here is not to strive for 
“accuracy” in the maps, but to let children demonstrate their 
valid view of the world as they describe it on paper. Students 
can then “read” their maps as stories about the grocery store, 
thus emphasizing the contextual nature of map-making, while 
fostering an appreciation for various points of view.

Activity 3: “Interviewing” a Food Item
Back in the classroom, ask students to choose one good or service 
and use their imaginations to conduct an “interview” with that 
item (e.g., imagining that carrots could answer questions about 
where they grew and how they were transported). Then, for 
example, students might prepare for the “coffee interview Q 
& A” by forming teams to research topics such as where coffee 
comes from, who manufactures it, the working conditions of 
the coffee growers, how coffee is transported to the grocery 
store, why people buy it, and the purpose it serves in people’s 
daily lives. Students can then compare the prices of their items 
and plot the travels of a product (from farm to store) on a world  
map. This can lead to important discussions about workers’ 
rights, fair trade, and the environment.10

Activity 4: Discussing Rights and Responsibilities
In social studies, students learn about various people (in the 
past and present) who serve as community helpers and practice 
good citizenship. Workers in the food industry, such as farmers, 
truck drivers, migrant workers, health inspectors, packagers, 
advertisers, and store employees can also act as community 
helpers. For example, store owners might start charging for 
plastic bags (which has been shown to reduce the problem of 
litter), donate food to a soup kitchen, or sponsor a sports team. 
As a corporation, the grocery store also has certain rights (e.g., 
to use property to generate a profit) and responsibilities (e.g., 
pay taxes; obey anti-pollution laws) within the community. 

By studying this place, students can consider ways in which 
grocery stores and other businesses are (or are not) acting as 
“good citizens,” the extent to which these businesses should 
be held accountable for their actions, and citizens’ roles in 
supporting (or not supporting) business practices through their 
patronage.11

Activity 5: Considering Pros and Cons
Once children have explored the role of the grocery store in their 
communities, they could discuss civic and geographic issues 
particular to their neighborhood. In my town, for example, news 
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of an incoming Walmart has been met with both enthusiasm and 
dismay. Some residents are excited that they will no longer have 
to drive thirty miles to access the nearest store, while others are 
concerned about Walmart’s business practices. Students can read 
about arguments for and against a proposed store, and teachers 
can create a “town hall forum” in which students role-play the 
different actors (e.g., a small business owner, a parent who is just 
trying to make ends meet, a fish in the nearby pond which might 
be drained during construction, etc.). Students can compose 
letters to the editor as an exercise—or to submit to the media, 
if any student chooses to do so. This research, writing, and 
reaching out helps children develop a sense of civic agency.12

Conclusion
A field trip to the grocery store can be a powerful experience, 
enabling students to exercise their civic agency in ways that 
matter for the wellbeing of their communities. Grocery stores 
present authentic “fields” of study in economics, civics, and 
geography for young children. The field trip and related activi-
ties can help students begin to grow as critical consumers and 
agents of civic improvement.  
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