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ABOUT THIS PUBLICATION

Resources for Caregivers publications provide general

educational and informational material informed by research,

professional literature, and caregiving practice. Every child,

caregiver, family, and situation is different. The ideas are

intended to support awareness, reflection, learning, and

informed decision-making; they are not a substitute for

individualized medical, developmental, mental-health,

educational, therapeutic, legal, financial, or other professional

advice.

Individual needs, circumstances, and responses vary.

Examples, strategies, scripts, activities, and suggested

approaches describe possibilities rather than predictions.

Resources for Caregivers does not promise or guarantee any

particular behavioral, developmental, emotional, educational,

health, safety, relationship, caregiving, or other outcome.

Caregivers decide whether and how to use these ideas based

on the individual needs, abilities, circumstances, and safety of

the person in their care. Seek guidance from an appropriately

qualified professional when individualized evaluation, advice,

or support is needed.

AT A GLANCE

Estimated reading time: 18-20 minutes
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Central idea: Unpacking groceries can help children discover

where food comes from, how families care for shared

resources, and why their safe contributions matter.

In this publication, you will explore how to:

1 Turn grocery unpacking into an opportunity for observation

and connection.

2 Compare, sort, read, and organize without turning the routine

into a lesson or test.

3 Notice the people, natural systems, and work behind the food

at home.

4 Let belonging become a foundation for stewardship.

This publication includes small actions and questions for

reflection.

FOOD- AND HOUSEHOLD-SAFETY NOTE

An adult should lead grocery storage and decide which items a

child may handle. Put refrigerated and frozen foods away

promptly; FDA guidance says foods requiring refrigeration

should not remain at room temperature for more than two

hours, or one hour when the temperature is above 90°F

(32°C). Keep raw meat, poultry, seafood, and eggs separate

from produce and ready-to-eat foods. Adults should handle

leaking packages, raw-animal-food packages, damaged cans,

glass containers, alcohol, medicines, cleaning products, and
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items that present choking, allergy, lifting, or breakage

hazards. Keep the refrigerator at or below 40°F (4°C) and the

freezer at 0°F (-18°C). Follow package storage directions and

adapt all roles to the child's age, abilities, allergies, and

household circumstances.

Discover the Story in Every Bag
Food arrives at home in many ways. A family may visit a

grocery store, food pantry, farmers' market, cooperative,

community program, or local stand. They may grow some

ingredients, exchange food with neighbors, receive a delivery,

or combine several of these routes.

However it arrives, each grocery bag carries a story.

Someone grew, raised, gathered, caught, or made the food.

Someone inspected, packed, stored, transported, stocked,

selected, obtained, or delivered it. Someone considered the

family's needs and resources. Someone brought it home.

When children help unpack groceries, they become part of that

continuing story. They are not simply moving objects from one

place to another. They are helping care for food that may later

become a meal or snack.

Along the way, a child can begin to discover:

“I have a place in helping our family care for what we have.”
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Big Idea: Caring Is Something We Receive and Give
Everyday routines reveal how people care for one another.

Unpacking groceries may seem ordinary, yet each item

represents natural resources, human effort, household

planning, and access. When children participate safely, they

can begin to see that care moves in more than one direction.

Food can nourish people. People also care for food by

transporting it safely, storing it properly, preparing it

thoughtfully, sharing it fairly, and wasting as little as

circumstances allow.

This understanding is an early form of stewardship: caring

responsibly for people, places, and resources.

Stewardship does not require a perfect pantry, a particular kind

of food, or unlimited time and money. It begins with attention to

what is available and one manageable act of care.

Invite Participation, Not Performance
Children often want to help with work they can see adults

doing. The invitation matters more than turning the entire

routine into a formal activity.

Try a simple transition. Using the tune of Here We Go 'Round

the Mulberry Bush, sing a line such as:

This is the way we unpack our bags, on a Thursday afternoon.
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Change the day or action together. If songs do not suit your

family, use another brief signal:

● bring out a small sorting mat;

● offer a choice of two helper roles;

● begin with the same simple phrase each time;

● set a short “work together” timer; or

● ask, “Would you like to help with one safe item?”

Children may be tired, hungry, overwhelmed, or absorbed in

something else. A genuine invitation leaves room for the child

to decline or take a smaller role. Belonging does not depend

on enthusiasm or productivity.

Put Safety and Cold Food First
Before creating a sorting activity, the adult should make a

quick safety plan.

1 Wash hands when appropriate. Begin with clean hands

and a reasonably clean unpacking surface.

2 Identify urgent items. Refrigerated and frozen foods should

be put away promptly.

3 Separate raw foods. Keep raw meat, poultry, seafood, and

eggs away from produce and foods that are ready to eat.
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4 Remove hazards. Set aside leaking packages, damaged

cans, glass, heavy containers, cleaning products, medicines,

alcohol, and any allergy-related risk.

5 Choose the child's items. Offer only sealed, lightweight,

unbreakable products the child can handle safely.

The popular idea of three stations - refrigerator, freezer, and

pantry - can be useful, but it is not a guessing game. The adult

reads each label, knows the household setup, and makes the

final storage decision.

Children can participate without touching every item. They

might point, name a category, carry one safe package, place a

pantry item in a basket, or watch the adult store a cold or

hazardous product.

Create a Safe Sorting Station
After urgent and unsafe products are under adult control, place

a small group of child-safe items on a stable, low surface.

Rather than immediately explaining how to sort them, begin

with curiosity:

“What do you notice?”

Children may notice that some packages are boxes and others

are bags, some are tall and some short, or some feel cool

while others are room temperature.
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Ask:

● Which items have the same shape?

● Which packages are flexible, and which are firm?

● Which ones have pictures of the food inside?

● Which item does the adult say belongs in the pantry?

● What should we put away next?

The activity combines practical participation with comparison,

language, memory, and problem-solving. The child does not

need to know every answer. Discovery grows through

wondering, checking, and revising.

Compare Heavy and Light Safely
Weight is easier to understand when children can compare

objects directly. Choose two sealed, unbreakable items the

child can lift comfortably - perhaps a small bag of pasta and an

empty reusable bag.

Ask:

● Which feels heavier?

● Which feels lighter?

● Are they the same size?

● Does the larger item always weigh more?

● How could we move the heavier one safely?
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Do not use a gallon of milk, large can, glass jar, or other item

that could strain the child or injure feet if dropped. If the child

has to lean, hold their breath, block their view, or struggle to

maintain control, the item is too heavy.

The most important problem-solving lesson may be deciding to

ask for help.

Notice More Than One Kind of Pattern
The same safe items can be grouped in different ways:

● color;

● shape;

● size;

● package material;

● food type;

● storage location;

● ingredient used in a familiar meal; or

● food that came from one plant, animal, or a combination of

ingredients.

Some categories will be uncertain. Bread did not grow as a

loaf; its ingredients and processing have their own stories. A

mixed food may not fit one simple place. Let uncertainty invite

a closer look rather than forcing a tidy answer.
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When talking about nourishment, use neutral language:

● Different foods offer different nutrients and experiences.

● Some foods provide carbohydrates that can supply energy.

● Some offer protein or fat that supports growth and body

functions.

● Fruits and vegetables provide varied nutrients, colors,

flavors, and textures.

● Familiar, cultural, and celebratory foods can offer pleasure,

tradition, and connection.

Avoid calling foods “good,” “bad,” “clean,” or “junk.” No single

grocery item defines a person's health, and families make food

decisions within real limits of access, cost, culture, time,

preference, and need.

What Adults Learn Too
Adults often unpack groceries with one goal: finish quickly.

Children may have another goal: be included.

Inviting participation can add time, but it can also communicate

trust:

“You belong here.”

“Your help can matter.”

“I believe you can learn this.”
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Not every grocery trip needs to become a shared activity.

Sometimes cold food must be stored immediately, the adult

has limited capacity, or the environment is not safe for

participation. Connection does not require a perfect routine.

Look for one moment when slowing down is possible. A child

can contribute meaningfully without helping with every bag.

ONE SMALL CHANGE

Before unpacking, select three child-safe pantry items. Invite

your child to notice one attribute and place each item in a

basket or designated area.

Keep refrigerated, frozen, raw, heavy, breakable, leaking, and

otherwise hazardous products in the adult's role.

End by naming the effect: “Those three items are ready for the

pantry. That helped us put the groceries away.”

PAUSE AND REFLECT

● Which part of unpacking can my child safely do today?

● Have I protected the cold-food timeline and removed hazards

first?

● Am I asking questions that invite observation rather than

testing for a correct answer?

● Can I accept a short or imperfect contribution?
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● What does this routine communicate about belonging?

Children build confidence from manageable experiences of

real participation.

Care for What Cares for Us

Create Order That Serves People
Organization is not about making every shelf look perfect. Its

purpose is to make food safer, easier to find, and easier to

use.

Once an adult has made the storage decisions, children can

help with selected steps:

● place lightweight pantry food in a low basket;

● group similar sealed items;

● turn labels outward when useful;

● count how many packages belong in one area;

● identify a familiar item's usual home; or

● help place newer shelf-stable items behind older ones when

the adult decides that is appropriate.

Ask questions that connect order with purpose:

● Where will we be able to find this?

● Which items do we often use together?
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● What needs to stay visible so we remember to use it?

● Is there enough room for cold air to circulate in the

refrigerator?

● Which storage direction does the label give us?

Children begin to discover that organization supports everyday

life. A predictable place can make it easier for family members

to locate an appropriate snack, help prepare a meal, notice

what needs replenishing, and avoid forgetting usable food.

Independence grows best inside safe boundaries. Foods

available for a child to access independently should be

appropriate for that child's age, allergies, chewing and

swallowing abilities, and family routines.

Discover That Print Carries Meaning
Grocery packaging is filled with writing, numbers, pictures,

symbols, and design. Instead of asking a child to recognize

brands, show how print helps people make practical decisions.

An adult might point out:

● the name of the food;

● a storage instruction such as “refrigerate after opening”;

● an ingredient or allergen statement;

● preparation directions;

● a quantity or number;
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● a recycling or disposal symbol; or

● words from the family's grocery list.

Young children can notice a first letter, match a package to a

list picture, find two labels with the same word, or watch the

adult read an instruction aloud.

Say what the reading helps you do:

“The label says to refrigerate this after we open it, so that tells

us how to store it safely.”

The point is not to quiz. It is to reveal that reading and writing

are useful tools woven through daily life.

PROTECT PRIVACY AND CHOICE

Delivery labels and receipts may contain names, addresses,

payment details, or other personal information. Keep them in

the adult's control and dispose of them securely. Children can

explore print using the grocery list or safe product packaging

instead.

Follow Food Back Through Many Hands
Pause with one food and wonder about its journey:

● Where might it have begun?

● What natural resources helped produce it?

● Who may have grown, raised, gathered, caught, or made it?
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● Who inspected, packed, transported, stocked, selected, or

delivered it?

● What work happened in our household before it arrived?

The complete story may not be visible from the package. Use

phrases such as “might have,” “perhaps,” and “we could find

out” rather than presenting guesses as facts.

A loaf of bread may connect farmers, millers, bakers, packers,

drivers, store employees, community organizations, and

household members. Strawberries may connect soil, water,

weather, pollinators, farmworkers, refrigeration, transportation,

and someone who planned how to use them.

This wider view helps children see that meals depend on both

natural systems and human labor. Gratitude can grow from

understanding - not because adults demand the words “be

grateful,” but because the child notices how much effort and

cooperation are involved.

Keep the conversation grounded. Food access is not equal,

and obtaining groceries can involve stress, scarcity,

transportation barriers, disability, cultural displacement, or

difficult tradeoffs. Gratitude should never be used to silence

hunger, preference, concern, or conversation about fairness.

Let Food Care Remain Neutral
As shelves fill, children may wonder what different foods do.



Caring for Our Family's Food RESOURCES FOR CAREGIVERS

Connected Caregiver  ·  Learn  ·  Connect  ·  Grow Page 16

Offer simple, accurate explanations without promising that one

item will make a child smarter, stronger, or less likely to

become ill:

● “This bread contains carbohydrates our bodies can use for

energy.”

● “This yogurt offers protein and, depending on the type,

calcium.”

● “These beans provide protein, carbohydrate, fiber, and other

nutrients.”

● “These peppers add flavor, texture, and several nutrients.”

● “This food is part of a celebration our family enjoys.”

Food supports bodies as part of an overall pattern, but it also

carries culture, comfort, enjoyment, and relationship. Caring

for food now - storing it safely, planning how to use it, and

noticing what is available - can help care for people later.

Stewardship is thoughtful attention, not dietary perfection.

Make Room for Imperfect Systems
Real households do not resemble staged pantries. Shelves

may be small, shared, crowded, temporary, or difficult to

access. Some food comes without a label. Some families

cannot choose among many storage options. Some children

need visual supports, adapted containers, or direct assistance.
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Create only as much order as serves the people who live

there.

Useful systems might include:

● a picture or word label on a child-accessible snack basket;

● one clear place for unopened staples;

● a visible area for food that should be used soon;

● a list of freezer contents;

● containers that a family member can open safely; or

● a simple grocery list kept near the kitchen.

The best system is not the prettiest one. It is the one that helps

the household find, use, and care for food within its actual

circumstances.

What Adults Learn Too
Children may not remember whether every package faced

forward. They may remember that someone trusted them,

explained the purpose, and let them help.

Those moments shape how children see themselves - not as

spectators waiting for adults to finish family life, but as people

who can participate in it.

The adult's invitation quietly answers an important question:

“Do I have something valuable to offer?”



Caring for Our Family's Food RESOURCES FOR CAREGIVERS

Connected Caregiver  ·  Learn  ·  Connect  ·  Grow Page 18

“Yes. You already do.”

ONE SMALL CHANGE

Choose one frequently used, child-safe pantry item and decide

together where it will live.

● Read or describe the label.

● Name why the location works.

● Add a simple picture or word label if helpful.

● Let the child return the item there after the next grocery trip.

Keep adult-only foods and hazardous items outside

child-accessible areas.

PAUSE AND REFLECT

● Does our organization make food easier to find and use?

● What practical purpose can print serve in this routine?

● Whose work or which natural system have we not yet

noticed?

● Am I inviting gratitude or requiring a performance of

gratitude?

● Which adjustment would make participation more accessible?

Meaning creates motivation when children can see how their

work helps.
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Let Belonging Grow into Stewardship

Become Grocery Detectives
The next time groceries arrive, select a few safe items and

become Grocery Detectives together. The adult should put

away perishable food first and exclude raw, heavy, leaking,

breakable, allergenic, medicinal, alcoholic, or otherwise

hazardous products.

Invite everyone to find a few examples:

● foods or ingredients that may have grown underground;

● foods or ingredients that may have grown on a tree, vine,

bush, or stalk;

● packages with different textures or materials;

● foods with several naturally occurring colors;

● one useful word, number, or symbol on a label;

● one food connected to a family or cultural tradition; or

● one item no one has paused to notice before.

Mixed foods may have many origins, and some answers will

require research. Celebrate curiosity more than certainty.

Wonder together:

● Where might this food's story have begun?

● Who and what may have helped it reach us?
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● What does the label help us understand?

● How might our family use it?

● Where does the adult say it should be stored?

The goal is not simply to stock a shelf. It is to notice, connect,

and care together.

Give Stewardship and Belonging Shared Language
Two words capture the heart of this brief:

● Stewardship: Caring responsibly for people, places, and

resources entrusted to us.

● Belong: Having a secure place in a family or community

where each person matters.

The order matters. Children do not earn belonging by working.

They can begin learning stewardship because belonging gives

them a secure place from which to participate.

Use specific language:

● “You belong in this family whether or not you help with this

bag.”

● “Putting that box in its place was one act of stewardship.”

● “We are caring for this food so it stays safe and is easier to

use.”
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● “Many people and parts of nature contributed before this

reached us.”

Care grows from relationship, example, practice, and gradually

expanding responsibility.

Connect Contribution with Story
One suggested storybook connection is Bunny Cakes by

Rosemary Wells.

Max and Ruby approach a family celebration with different

plans. Their efforts create opportunities to discuss persistence,

communication, shopping, writing, and the many forms

contribution can take.

After reading, you might ask:

● What was each character trying to contribute?

● Which words, lists, or symbols helped them communicate?

● What problems did they need to solve?

● How did their efforts connect with someone they cared

about?

● What could they have done together?

Stories can help children see that practical work includes

relationships, language, negotiation, creativity, and repair - not

simply finishing a task.
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The Connected Caregiver Principle
Children care for what they help care for.

When children help unpack groceries, prepare meals, water

plants, care for pets, organize belongings, or tend shared

spaces, they can begin to form a relationship with the work of

caring.

Responsibility does not appear because adults repeat

instructions often enough. It develops through experience:

observing, attempting, making mistakes, receiving guidance,

and seeing that an action had a real effect.

Belonging provides the foundation:

● I am cared for here.

● I can learn to care for others and for what we share.

● My contribution can matter without being perfect.

● I can ask for help and grow into greater responsibility over

time.

Stewardship that grows from belonging is not about controlling

every resource or preventing every mistake. It is a developing

practice of attention, respect, and shared care.

Try This
Notice where your child is already trying to help.
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Ask yourself:

● Which everyday routine could become a short shared

experience?

● When did my child show satisfaction in caring for something?

● Where could I slow down instead of taking over?

● Did the role fit my child's capacity and the situation's safety

needs?

● How did participation affect confidence or connection?

● What larger story could we notice together?

Instead of asking only:

“How can I finish this faster?”

Also ask:

“Is there one safe way we can care for this together?”

Sometimes the answer will be no. When the timing and task

are right, one genuine contribution is enough.

ONE SMALL CHANGE

Create a one-item food story together.

1 Choose a safe, familiar item.

2 Notice what the package or the food itself can tell you.
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3 Name one natural system and one person or kind of work that

may be part of its journey.

4 Store the item safely.

5 Later, notice how the family uses it.

Leave room for unknowns: “We are not sure yet” is a valuable

discovery.

PAUSE AND REFLECT

● Where is stewardship already visible in our family?

● Does my child experience contribution as invitation,

obligation, or a mixture of both?

● What has this routine helped us appreciate?

● How do access, culture, time, and family needs shape our

food choices?

● What is one realistic way we can care for what we have?

Children do not need a perfect system to learn care. They

need meaningful chances to participate in a relationship where

they already belong.

WHERE THESE IDEAS FIT

Growing Healthy Eaters provides a low-pressure approach to

food exploration. Growing Food Confidence develops

supervised preparation and practical skills. Caring for the
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Heart of Our Home connects food and household care with

hospitality, inclusion, and shared participation. Read together,

this package provides broader context and helps caregivers

choose where to explore a particular idea more deeply.

Key Takeaway
Unpacking groceries is more than moving food into storage. It

can reveal a network of natural resources, human labor,

household decisions, written information, and shared care.

Children can participate by observing, comparing, reading,

sorting, organizing, and carrying selected safe items. Adults

protect food safety, choose appropriate roles, and keep

hazardous products and storage decisions under their control.

Through these small experiences, children may discover that

food has a story, organization can serve people, print carries

useful meaning, and their actions can support family life.

Children do not become responsible merely because they are

reminded to care. Responsibility grows through belonging,

example, practice, and the experience of being trusted with

something meaningful.

Stewardship begins with belonging.
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Learn · Connect · Grow

LEARN

What is one idea from this publication that you want to

remember?

CONNECT

What did this publication help you notice or reconsider about

the person in your care, your relationship, or your

circumstances?

GROW

What is one small, safe, manageable action you may try,

practice, or pay attention to next?

Research Foundations and Further Reading
The ideas in this brief draw on practical-life learning, age-appropriate

family responsibility, everyday literacy, food-safety guidance, and

relationship-centered caregiving.

Safe Food Storage and Participation
1 U.S. Food and Drug Administration: Are You Storing Food

Safely?. Recommends refrigerating or freezing perishable foods

promptly, following the two-hour rule, keeping refrigerators at or

below 40°F, and separating raw foods from ready-to-eat foods.

https://www.fda.gov/consumers/consumer-updates/are-you-storing-food-safely
https://www.fda.gov/consumers/consumer-updates/are-you-storing-food-safely
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2 U.S. Department of Agriculture: Keep Food Safe - Food Safety

Basics. Organizes food safety around cleaning, separating, cooking,

and chilling and provides safe-shopping and storage guidance.

3 CDC: Safer Food Choices for Children Under Five. Explains why

young children face greater risks from foodborne illness and

identifies safer choices and handling practices.

4 American Academy of Pediatrics: Age-Appropriate Chores for

Children. Encourages simple, developmentally appropriate

household responsibilities and emphasizes that children learn skills

gradually rather than performing perfectly from the beginning.

Practical Life and Everyday Literacy
1 Maria Montessori, The Montessori Method. Montessori describes

purposeful practical activity as a context for developing order,

coordination, concentration, independence, and care for one's

surroundings.

2 Susan B. Neuman and Kathleen Roskos. Their research on

literacy-rich play and everyday print explores how children learn that

written language carries meaning when it is connected with

purposeful activity. In a grocery routine, the useful emphasis is on

what a list, label, direction, or symbol helps a family do - not on

recognizing commercial brands.

Together, these perspectives support a practical conclusion: children

can learn through genuine participation when adults preserve safety,

connect print and organization with real purposes, and offer

responsibilities suited to the child's development and circumstances.

A FINAL REMINDER

https://www.fsis.usda.gov/food-safety/safe-food-handling-and-preparation/food-safety-basics/steps-keep-food-safe
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/food-safety/safe-food-handling-and-preparation/food-safety-basics/steps-keep-food-safe
https://www.cdc.gov/food-safety/foods/children-under-5.html
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/family-life/family-dynamics/communication-discipline/Pages/Chores-and-Responsibility.aspx
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/family-life/family-dynamics/communication-discipline/Pages/Chores-and-Responsibility.aspx
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Choose and adapt any idea, reflection prompt, activity, or

suggested response based on the individual needs, abilities,

circumstances, and safety of the person in your care. Seek

guidance from an appropriately qualified professional when a

situation calls for individualized support. If anyone may be in

immediate danger, contact the appropriate local emergency or

crisis service.

© 2026 Resources for Caregivers. This publication is provided free of charge for

personal, family, classroom, and nonprofit educational use. You may download,

print, and share complete, unmodified copies with the Resources for Caregivers

name, copyright notice, safety information, and source links intact. Please do not

sell, alter, remove attribution or safety information, repost as a separate

download, translate, or incorporate this publication into a commercial product

without written permission.
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