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Abstra t: This ev lu tion work is grounded in the Northern Door: Be on   Good 
Journey, where the  uthors sh re their process for cultiv ting   pl ce-b sed pro-
gr m theory for urb n Indigenous l nd-b sed initi tives in the W terloo Region, 
Ont rio. This process w s  n essenti l first step to  n ongoing ev lu tion project 
 ssessing the implement tion  nd e rly outcomes of two progr ms for Indigenous 
children  nd youth. The  uthors emb rked on this journey recognizing the need for 
relev nt, pl ce-b sed underst ndings of context th t honour the philosophic l  nd 
theoretic l differences of Indigenous communities comp red to Western knowledge. 
Dr wing on guid nce in both ev lu tion theory  nd Indigenous schol rship, four 
iter tive sh ring circles with key Indigenous community members were held to dis-
cuss the following them tic topics: progr m  ims,  ctivities,  ssessment needs,  nd 
initi l theory  ssembly. Little published liter ture th t describes cultur lly respon-
sive progr m theory development is  v il ble. Necess rily, the  uthors  re using 
this opportunity to develop, implement,  nd reflect on  n urb n Indigenous theory-
development process. 
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Résumé : Ce tr v il d’év lu tion est  ncré d ns l  porte du Nord : bon chemine-
ment, où les  uteurs font p rt de leur processus d’utilis tion d’une théorie de 
progr mme territori le pour les initi tives urb ines  utochtones  xées sur l  
terre d ns l  région de W terloo, en Ont rio. Ce processus est l  première ét pe 
essentielle d’un projet en cours év lu nt l  mise en œuvre et les résult ts hâtifs de 
deux progr mmes pour enf nts et jeunes  utochtones. Les  uteurs ont l ncé leur 
dém rche en reconn iss nt l  nécessité d’une conn iss nce contextuelle pertinente 
et territori le qui honore les différences philosophiques et théoriques entre les com-
mun utés  utochtones et les conn iss nces occident les. Inspirés  ut nt p r l  
théorie de l’év lu tion que p r les conn iss nces  utochtones, qu tre cercles de 
p rt ge itér tif  vec des membres clés de l  commun uté  utochtone ont été org -
nisés pour discuter des sujets suiv nts : objectifs des progr mmes,  ctivités, besoins 
en m tière d’év lu tion et él bor tion initi le de l  théorie. Peu de littér ture   
été publiée pour décrire l’él bor tion de théories de progr mmes culturellement 
réceptives. Nécess irement, les  uteurs profitent de l’occ sion pour él borer et 
mettre en œuvre un processus de développement de théorie  utochtone en milieu 
urb in. 

Mots  lés : culturellement réceptif, év lu tion  utochtone, progr mmes territor-
i ux, milieu urb in, théorie de progr mmes 

INTROD CTION 
Land-based learning is being in reasingly applied by Indigenous  ommunities 
a ross Canada in different learning environments and so ial servi e  ontexts 
to promote pathways towards well-being (Luig et al., 2011; Mashford-Pringle & 
Stewart, 2019; Wild at et al., 2014). Indigenous understandings of well-being 
 onnote a wholisti 1  on ept of health that integrates spiritual sentiment, quality 
of life, self-determination,  ulture, and relationships that together provide heal-
ing through their embeddedness in the land (Gall et al., 2021; N. Redvers et al., 
2022). 

As a form of edu ation that re ognizes the signifi ant  onne tion that Indi-
genous Peoples have with the land (LaFran e et al., 2015; J. Redvers, 2020), land-
based learning offers experien es in the natural world grounded in Indigenous 
knowledge and  ulture. There is also a growing amount of resear h that suggests 
land-based edu ation is a supportive approa h for revitalizing an estral food-
ways, where youth involvement has been key to program su  ess (Thompson 
et al., 2018; Wes he et al., 2016). While resear h on these efforts  ontinues to 
grow, few studies exist that have evaluated these a tivities to determine su  esses 
and impa ts on Indigenous well-being, parti ularly in urban  ontexts within 
southern Canada. 

In the provin e of Ontario, more than 85% of Indigenous People live off-
reserve (Government of Ontario, 2018). As su h, urban settings be ome pla es 
where Indigenous people meet and  reate diverse  ommunities to whi h they 
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bring their own  ultural pra ti es and knowledge (Lo klear et al., 2023). More-
over, urban settings  ontinue to be pla es where Indigenous people  an embody 
their identities and  onne t with the land (Horn, 2022). In these spa es where 
multiple pra ti es and new traditions emerge,  ulturally responsive evaluation 
 an support the unique priorities and needs urban Indigenous  ommunities 
identify. 

Culturally responsive Indigenous evaluation theories, frameworks, and 
pra ti es have been developed and shared by evaluation s holars for appli ation 
to varying evaluation s ales, in luding proje ts, programs, organizations, and 
systems (Bowman, 2020; Casillas & Tro him, 2015). Yet, at any s ale,  ontext 
remains the  entral aspe t of understanding these initiatives in relation to  om-
munity and pla e (LaFran e et al., 2012). While there remains a need for 
 ommunity-based and  ontext-bound evaluation frameworks, tools, and the 
stories of how these items  ame to be (Gresku et al., 2022), there is an in reasing 
presen e of Indigenous-led examples that other  ommunity  ontexts  an learn 
from to re laim their own evaluation pra ti e (Dedyukina et al., 2023; Lo klear 
et al., 2023; Nadeau et al., 2023). 

In this arti le, we des ribe our method for designing and implementing a 
 ollaborative theory  o- onstru tion pro ess for an urban Indigenous  ontext 
within southwestern Ontario, Canada. Grounded in a relational  ontext, we  on-
versed with  ommunity members to arti ulate the story of land-based program-
ming  ondu ted by the White Owl Native An estry Asso iation (WONAA) and 
the Wisahkotewinowak Colle tive (WC). We also present the initial program 
theory model that  ame out of this pro ess and share our refle tions on what 
this  o- onstru tion pro ess lent to our wider evaluation proje t. This pro ess 
was the first phase of a wider evaluation proje t assessing the impa t of two 
land-based programs from the perspe tives of Indigenous  hildren and youth. 

PLACING O RSELVES 
We  ome to this evaluation work as a team of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people who offer our unique gifts in servi e of a shared vision—in luding our dif-
ferent strengths, knowledge, and lived experien e. WONAA and the WC are 
Indigenous organizations that led the evaluation pro ess in their  ollaboration 
with non-Indigenous s holars. This in luded a tive involvement in all aspe ts of 
the evaluation, in luding the planning, implementation, analysis, and reporting 
stages. Unlike mu h evaluation work, this proje t is rooted in a 4-year relation-
ship between all authors who have laboured together for WONAA or WC initia-
tives beyond evaluation or resear h a tivities. This relationship set the foundation 
for a  ollaborative  o-learning pro ess dire ted at strengthening organizational 
 apa ity to enhan e WONAA and WC’s servi es for the urban Indigenous  om-
munity of the Waterloo Region (Grover, 2010; Maddox et al., 2021). 

We also re ognize the  enturies-old Territorial Covenants whose values and 
prin iples we aspire to uphold in this work. These in lude the Haldimand Treaty 

doi:10 3138/cjpe-2024-0035 CJPE 39 2, 329–348 © 2024 

https://doi.org/10.3138/cjpe-2024-0035
https://www.utpjournals.press/loi/cjpe


332 White Owl Native Ancestry Association et al  

of 1784 that granted the jurisdi tion of these lands to the Six Nations of the 
Grand River (Six Nations Lands & Resour es, 2008); K swenth , or the Two 
Row Wampum, (Hill, 2017; Monture, 2014) whi h advises the allian e between 
our Indigenous and non-Indigenous team members to journey together in true 
allyship through pea e and friendship in perpetuity that ensures respe t for Indi-
genous self-determination; and Gdoo-n  g nin  , the Dish With One Spoon 
Wampum (Hill, 2017; Simpson, 2008), whi h guides our  aregiving for ea h 
other and All Our Relations. In the spirit of these agreements, we a knowledge 
our responsibility for the mutually benefi ial transformations we support and 
the  ommunity interrelationships we impa t by doing evaluation (LaFran e 
et al., 2012; Weber-Pillwax, 1999). While the third author (LP) was entrusted to 
 arry out many of the everyday evaluation tasks, nothing was  ondu ted without 
the knowledge, guidan e, permission and/or dire t involvement of Indigenous 
staff, organizational leaders, and Elder advisors. 

CONTEXT FOR DOING PROGRAM THEORY CO-CONSTR CTION: 
METHOD FOR WONAA’S AND THE WC’S LAND-BASED INITIATIVES 
The Waterloo Region, whi h en ompasses the present-day  ities of Cambridge, 
Kit hener, and Waterloo, is situated within the an estral lands of the Anishinaa-
beg, Haudenosaunee, and Chonnonton peoples. WONAA is an urban Indigen-
ous organization based in the  ity of Kit hener that offers a range of programs 
and servi es to work with Indigenous individuals, families, and the urban Indi-
genous  ommunity in fostering a pla e of healing and belonging (WONAA, 
2023). Established in 1975, it is the oldest Indigenous organization in the Water-
loo Region. Mu h of its servi es are delivered through land-based and  ulturally 
safe approa hes. Its sister organization, the WC, is an urban Indigenous  olle -
tive that  ares for four urban land sites a ross the Waterloo Region’s urban 
 entres, in luding several gardens and WONAA’s sugar bush, to strengthen 
Indigenous food sovereignty in the area (Miltenburg et al., 2021). Beginning in 
2016 as a grassroots  ommunity initiative, the WC has re ently in orporated 
into a non-profit to expand its funding eligibility and employment ability. 

This evaluation emerged from an identified need of both organizations 
to build formal evaluation plans related to WONAA’s and the WC’s  hild 
and youth programming to qualify for larger grants, whi h would expand and 
sustain many aspe ts of their land-based  ommunity servi es. While these orga-
nizations were familiar with summative evaluation reporting a ross their servi e 
provision, the usefulness of integrating a formative evaluation  omponent 
be ame apparent through planning dis ussions for their partnered youth and 
 hildren’s programs. 

WONAA had a history of operating  hildren’s programs in luding summer 
day  amps, but most of these offerings were disrupted by the pandemi , a time 
that also brought staff turnover and a disruption to organizational memory sur-
rounding those initiatives. In this period, WONAA staff also re ognized the 
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potential that land-based programming  ould offer Indigenous young people in 
the Waterloo Region, who tended to see their “home” in the  ity. As these youth 
 ame from diverse  ultural ba kgrounds (e.g., Anishinaabe, Cree, Métis, Haude-
nosaunee, Mi’kmaq, et .), the vision of this urban land-based initiative was to 
 reate a spa e where young people  ould  onne t with the land and ea h other 
rather than in orporate spe ifi   eremonial pra ti es. Shared tea hings around 
land and pla e were therefore the fo us, as organizational staff re ognized that 
the youth’s own  ultural understanding is another level of dis overy beyond the 
purview of the land-based programming envisioned. In this sense, WONAA and 
the WC aimed to promote a de olonizing edu ational relationship with pla e, 
where “pla e tea hes  oexisten e, not  onsensus” (Larsen & Johnson, 2017, p. 9). 
Yet, organizational staff re ognized a persistent  hallenge in pursing this vision 
would be to avoid pan-Indigenous representations in their program a tivities. 

Despite these  hallenges, a new program for  ommunity youth was planted 
in 2020 and has grown into a mature program by the time of this writing. The 
Summer Youth Internship was designed during the pandemi  to engage Indi-
genous youth in the growing and  aregiving pro ess of the WC’s and WONAA’s 
land sites to support the produ tion and sharing of  onventional and Indigenous 
foods for and with the Indigenous  ommunity. As a paid internship, youth 
were employed to maintain the land sites while parti ipating in  ultural and 
arts-based a tivities (e.g.,  anoeing,  ultural tea hings,  rafting) to enri h their 
program experien es. All internship a tivities emphasized pla e and youth parti-
 ipants’ relationship to it as diverse Indigenous people, in luding visits and 
tea hings on the history and signifi an e of lo al landmarks (e.g., the Grand 
River, histori  Indigenous settlements) and regional subsisten e spe ies. Pro-
gram fa ilitators  ondu ted these a tivities in English. The su  ess of the intern-
ship’s 2021 pilot led to its annual offering, and by 2023, WONAA and the WC 
were in a pla e to  ollaboratively revitalize their programs for Indigenous  hil-
dren. The first of these programs in luded Sweetwater Camp, a pilot program 
planned for Mar h Break of 2024 with  hildren ages 8–13 in WONAA’s sugar-
bush. In their refle tion and planning stages for the youth and  hild programs, 
respe tively, the resear h team re ognized the opportunity to  reate an evalua-
tion plan and pro ess around both programs as both shared similarities in  on-
text, design, and a tivities. Coin identally, the design and planning phase of the 
 hildren’s pilot  oin ided with the implementation of the reported theory  o-
 onstru tion method. 

The theory  o- onstru tion pro ess that follows fo uses on a spe ifi  obje -
tive of the larger proje t: to develop a  ulturally and lo ally responsive shared 
understanding of the goal(s) of land-based food edu ation, with input from Indi-
genous  ommunity members and staff at WONAA and the WC. The beginning 
of the pro ess, whi h this arti le reports, involved the  olle tion and interpreta-
tion of a single sour e of qualitative data: sharing  ir le group  onversations 
(Ta hine et al., 2016) with key  ommunity members. Key  ommunity members 
(N = 10) were purposively sampled to ensure diverse representation a ross life 
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stages (e.g., youth, adult),  ommunity roles (e.g., Elder, parent), lived experien e 
related to land-based edu ation with  hildren and youth, and  ultural ba k-
ground (e.g., Anishinaabe, Haudenosaunee, Mi’kmaq, Métis), refle ting the rea-
lity of our urban Indigenous  ontext. All invited  ommunity members were 
identified by WONAA and WC staff and invited to parti ipate by LP through an 
email invitation. Apart from one non-Indigenous parti ipant who  arried exten-
sive experien e in land-based edu ation with Indigenous  hildren, all sharing 
 ir le members met our team’s re ruitment  riteria. The sharing  ir le guides 
were developed by five members of our resear h team (i.e., three WONAA staff, 
one WC staff, LP) to in lude organizational and resear her perspe tives. Four 
sharing  ir les were held between De ember 2023 and February 2024 at roughly 
3-week intervals. Ea h dis ussion was held for an average of 2 hours and 
o  urred over a  atered meal. All sharing  ir les were audio re orded with group 
 onsent, trans ribed verbatim, and imported into NVivo 14 software (Lumivero, 
2023) for qualitative themati  analysis. This study re eived ethi s  learan e from 
the University of Waterloo Offi e of Resear h Ethi s (ORE #45537). 

DEVELOPING A THEORY CO-CONSTR CTION PROCESS 
The ongoing, wider evaluation proje t this pro ess is situated within uses a 
 ommunity-based parti ipatory approa h, ensuring that Indigenous involve-
ment is meaningfully engaged throughout the entire evaluation pro ess and that 
the investigation is relevant to  ommunity priorities (Koster et al., 2012; Kova h, 
2021; LaVeaux & Christopher, 2009). Moreover, it takes a de olonizing theoreti-
 al perspe tive that prioritizes the strengths of Indigenous knowledges and pra -
ti es, upholds key ethi al prin iples su h as the 4Rs—respe t, re ipro ity, 
responsibility, relationships (Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991)—and USAI—utility, 
self-voi ing, a  ess, inter-relationality (OFIFC, 2016), and a tively engages in 
positive relationships to redress the exploitive and harmful history both resear h 
and evaluation has had in Indigenous  ontexts. In this sense, our approa h 
understands evaluation  s relationships, re ipro ity, respe t, empowerment, and 
 eremony (Gillespie et al., 2020; LaFran e et al., 2015; Wilson, 2008). In orpor-
ating all these aspe ts within our theory  o- onstru tion pro ess, we employed a 
braiding methodology (Mehltretter et al., 2024) grounded in  ontext and  are 
that brought together the best and most relevant strands from Indigenous and 
Euro-Western knowledges to  reate a strengthened evaluation pro ess. 

The goal of this  ollaborative theory  o- onstru tion pro ess was to  ulti-
vate a shared understanding of the overar hing system and mission in whi h 
the Summer Youth Internship and Sweetwater Camp  onne t. Beginning with 
defining the how and why of the ma ro level seemed most fitting be ause 
WONAA and WC knew that ea h of our present and future land-based pro-
grams  ontributed to a shared mission between our agen ies. This level also 
aligned with our desire for a  ommunity-based theory that laid the foundation 
of our evaluation pro ess in Indigenous  ommunity knowledge and pra ti e, 
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ultimately strengthening our works’ responsiveness to  ommunity needs (Mad-
dox et al., 2021). In this way, our resear h team sought to prioritize  ommunity 
perspe tives around program implementation fa tors, anti ipated out omes, 
and the assumptions related to  arrying out the work and a hieving program 
goals (Mayne, 2017) within this multi-level initiative  ontext. 

In designing this perspe tive-gathering pro ess, our team identified align-
ments between appre iative inquiry evaluation methods and an Indigenous 
land-based  urri ulum development pro ess. Appre iative inquiry is a  ommu-
nity  apa ity-building approa h that works with  ommunity members to iden-
tify  ommunity strengths and  reate a plan to build on them through developing 
an emergent program theory (Funnell & Rogers, 2011). The approa h is often 
employed through a 4-D (Preskill & Catsambas, 2006) or Seven D (Dha-
motharan, 2009) model that works through iterative  y les that envision a 
desired future (dis over and dream), identify required a tions (dire tions and 
design), implement the  hanges (destiny/delivery), and refle t on the out omes 
(do umentation) through developing respe tful relationships. Complementary 
to this evaluation approa h, a workshop given by Mi hano-Cour hene and  ol-
leagues (2023) delineated a land-based  urri ulum design pro ess outlining 
three topi s to  onsider: the purpose or goal of the  urri ulum, the a tivities that 
would fa ilitate this learning, and appropriate assessment methods that honour 
Indigenous worldviews. 

To meet our resear h and evaluation needs, we braided these approa hes 
together to design an iterative  onversational pro ess that held spa e for  om-
munity members to share their experien es and knowledges while  ultivating 
refle tions and relationships. To do this, we held four sharing  ir les to dis uss 
multiple topi s that we  all the 4-As. These topi s in lude the  im of the initia-
tive, with spe ial  onsideration for how Indigenous knowledges  ould impa t 
the framing and understanding of our shared vision;  ctivities that would fa ili-
tate rea hing the aim;  ssessment methods that align with Indigenous  on epts 
of su  ess within a land-based learning  ontext; and  ssembling the  ommunity-
based theory. The  ir les were planned to take pla e a ross the winter season to 
align with the  ultural time of rest, refle tion, and storytelling and the rhythm of 
WONAA/WC’s land-based work. Cultural proto ols and  eremony were  entral 
 omponents of ea h  ir le to ensure our  onversations were set in the right pla e 
to  reate trust in the programming story (LaFran e et al., 2015). 

Semi-stru tured  onversation guides were  reated for ea h  ir le. Questions 
were intentionally designed by the resear h team to evoke a wide range of 
responses refle tive of the diverse Indigenous worldviews and  ontextual ways of 
being, knowing, and doing within our urban  ontext (LaFran e & Ni hols, 2010). 
However, we found inspiration from two formal theories that we anti ipated 
 ommunity members to draw from, whi h in luded the  on epts of food litera y 
and Indigenous food sovereignty. While  onsideration of these  on epts shaped 
the wording of several questions, prompts, and follow-ups, they were not expli-
 itly introdu ed to  ommunity member parti ipants as working assumptions for 
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sharing  ir le  onversations to avoid theoreti al bias. We elaborate on the subje t 
matter of ea h sharing  ir le in the following se tion. 

APPLYING THE THEORY CO-CONSTR CTION PROCESS 
To illustrate the pro ess’s appli ation, we provide examples from the sharing  ir-
 le a tivities held to establish an initial program theory. A  omprehensive sum-
mary of our pro ess  an be found in Table 1. 

Table 1. Theory Co-Construction Development Process 

Sharin  Circles Description 

Circle 1: Aim Guiding question: What is the goal or vision of the 
initiative? 

• Identify the ideal outcome of the initiative  
• Reflect on its purpose, whether it meets community 

priorities, and how it is thought to benefit the 
community  

• Describe the characteristics that mark goal achievement  
• Name the concept that captures the process through 

which the vision is realized (or define a placeholder)  

Circle 2: Activities Guiding question: How is the concept transmitted and/or 
practiced? 

• Reflect on types of activities or practices that the 
initiative should include to facilitate vision realization  

• Consider the barriers participants might face related to 
the initiative and how these affect the proposed 
activities  

• Identify roles and responsibilities of all initiative 
participants that would support concept 
operationalization  

Circle 3: Assessment Guiding question: How is the concept assessed? 
• Describe how the concept’s process should be 

understood within this context  (e g , meaning, cause and 
effect) 

• Identify the best methods to capture the concept’s cause 
and effect  

• Consider who should be involved in the assessment and 
when it should take place within the initiative  

Circle 4: Assemble Guiding question: How can our discussions be visually 
Initial Theory represented? 

• Review the proposed theory of change for its accuracy, 
visual representation, and internal validity  

• Identify any missing or unnecessary components  
• Invite amendments to the concept’s definition, activities, 

assessment methods, or overall vision  
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Circle  : Aim 
The obje tive of the first sharing  ir le was to define the aim of the WONAA/ 
WC land-based program partnership. Dis ussion questions took a strengths-
based approa h that framed the program situation as a worthwhile opportunity, 
identifying why the opportunity should be taken up, what benefits it would deli-
ver to parti ipants and the wider Indigenous  ommunity, and what aspe ts 
 ould  ontribute to the su  essful uptake of this opportunity (Funnell & Rogers, 
2011). To orient our dis ussion, we framed the obje tive as an overar hing ques-
tion that would be addressed through two themati  topi s: des ribing the  on-
 ept (i.e., food-related knowledge) and understanding how the  on ept is shaped 
by our  ommunity  ontext. 

Spe ifi ally, we began with a broad dis ussion toward identifying the 
ideal out ome of land-based food edu ation by posing the question, “What is 
the purpose of having knowledge about food?” In response,  ommunity mem-
bers des ribed important relationships or  onne tions that they thought impor-
tant for Indigenous  hildren and youth to understand about food, related 
 ultural values, and proto ols that inform this understanding for an urban  on-
text and explained whether food-related knowledge is a priority for their  om-
munity. They also dis ussed why food-related knowledge was best suited for 
learning through a land-based learning approa h and  hara terized a person’s 
abilities if they held this knowledge (e.g., what would they be able to do?). 

Community members were then guided to explore the se ond themati  area 
of relating the  on ept to the  ommunity  ontext. In this dis ussion they identi-
fied  ommunity benefits that food-related knowledge  ould bring to an urban 
Indigenous  ontext and how it  ould do so, in luding addressing known  om-
munity needs, whether these benefits differentiated based on age group, and 
if there were larger benefits beyond humans. Community members were also 
asked to identify  ommunity assets that  ould support WONAA/WC’s land-
based programs and food-related knowledge more broadly. 

With this  onversation audio-re orded, trans ribed, and imported into 
NVivo 14 qualitative analysis software (Lumivero, 2023), the evaluator (LP) then 
undertook preliminary themati  analysis guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2013) 
six-stage reflexive pro ess, whi h in ludes the following steps: (1) familiarizing 
oneself with the data, (2) generating initial  odes, (3) sear hing for themes, 
(4) reviewing themes, (5) naming and defining themes, and (6) produ ing the 
report. The analysis pro ess was designed to partially o  ur (Stages 1–3) before 
the following sharing  ir le to produ e a summary that would be reviewed 
(Stage 4) and dis ussed at the beginning of the following  ir le. In this way, the 
 o- onstru tion pro ess  o-o  urred with the data analysis pro ess to iteratively 
validate, revise, and build on dis ussions and identified themes. Through the 
first three stages, the evaluator used an indu tive pro ess to identify themes by 
linking them to the data, rather than  onne ting themes to known theoreti al 
 on epts, and  reated initial theme names through a latent, interpretive pro ess 
that examined the underlying  on eptualizations and assumptions within what 
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 ommunity members shared (Braun & Clarke, 2006). On e these initial themes 
were generated, LP assembled them into a narrative slideshow to visually and 
orally present the summary. Slides were stru tured to refle t the  ir le dis ussion 
topi s (i.e.,  on ept,  ommunity  ontext) and presented the initial themes with 
supporting dis ussion quotes. 

Circle 2: Activities 
The se ond  ir le  onversation began with LP presenting the Cir le 1 summary 
using the narrative slideshow as a  olle tive referen e point. While the presenta-
tion in luded several planned breaks to dire tly invite parti ipant feedba k, 
 ommunity members were en ouraged to share their thoughts at any point to 
 reate a  onversational dynami . Throughout the presentation,  ommunity 
members were asked if they felt the summary represented their thoughts and 
memory of the dis ussion, whether anything was missing or misinterpreted by 
LP, and whether the initial themes  ould be  larified or  hanged. On e there was 
 onsensus agreement on our shared understanding of the summary, the  hanges 
needed and ideas to be revisited in later  ir les, we shifted the  onversation to 
Cir le 2’s dis ussion guide. In pra ti e, most of our allotted time was used for 
the summary presentation dis ussion, but we outline later the intended topi s of 
this se ond  ir le that were  overed in Cir le 3’s time. 

The obje tive of the se ond  ir le was to determine the types of a tivities 
needed to rea h the defined aim. Our dis ussion around this obje tive was 
oriented by the overar hing question, “How is food-related knowledge trans-
mitted and/or pra ti ed?” Like Cir le 1, two themati  topi s were explored 
through our  onversation, in luding land-based program design elements and 
the roles and responsibilities of program a tors. 

Community members began by dis ussing what they would like to see 
urban Indigenous young people in our  ommunity know about in relation to 
food. Then, they identified spe ifi  pra ti es or a tivities that would support 
learning this knowledge, a  ounting for what would be feasible in WONAA/ 
WC’s  ontext. They also des ribed how these a tivities enabled knowledge trans-
mission to Indigenous young people and whether a tivities should differ based 
on program fa tors, su h as age group, lo ation, season, and duration. Potential 
barriers that urban Indigenous  hildren or youth might en ounter when a  es-
sing or parti ipating in our land-based programs were dis ussed as well. Pro-
gram a tors were then identified within this  larifying pi ture of WONAA/WC’s 
land-based programs. Community members determined who would be parti i-
pating in these programs and des ribed their roles and responsibilities within 
the program  ontext, in luding human and more-than-human a tors.2 

The trans ript of this  ir le was imported into the same analysis file as 
Cir le 1, and the same data analysis pro edures were followed. However, to  om-
plete Stage 4 of the themati  analysis pro ess (Braun & Clarke, 2013), the evalua-
tor revisited the initial  odebook generated for Cir le 1 and modified it to refle t 
 ommunity member feedba k from the summary presentation. 
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Circle 3: Assessment 
The original intention of Cir le 3 was to follow the same summary presentation 
review pro edures as Cir le 2. However, sin e we were unable to have suffi ient 
time to dis uss the planned  ontent in Cir le 2’s gathering, there was very little 
to summarize. As su h, we began our  onversation a  ording to Cir le 2’s dis-
 ussion guide and then pro eeded with Cir le 3’s topi s. 

The third  ir le’s obje tive was to de ide how food-related knowledge should 
be assessed within our land-based programs, whi h we rephrased as our orient-
ing question. The two topi  areas that supported our  onversation revolved 
around Indigenous learning and knowledge assessment. Community members 
first dis ussed important  onsiderations for understanding what learning is 
within our urban Indigenous  ontext. In this  onversation, parti ipants  hara -
terized what it means to learn something, what it results in, and how it transpires 
within urban Indigenous pla es. Key  onsiderations for how this understanding 
should inform program design were also made. 

Turning to knowledge assessment,  ommunity members  onsidered a wide 
variety of assessment methods (e.g., storytelling, observation, self-refle tion) and 
identified those most appropriate to assess food-related knowledge among  hild 
and youth program parti ipants. They also  onsidered what aspe ts of food-
related knowledge should be assessed, who should be involved in the assessment 
pro ess, when the assessment should take pla e, and how often. 

As with the previous  ir les, the same data importation and analysis pro e-
dures were followed. However, while the evaluator  oded ea h  ir le and identi-
fied initial themes within ea h  onversation, LP also identified initial themes 
shared a ross  ir le dis ussions to inform a preliminary theory of  hange model. 
This model served as the fo al point for Cir le 4 beyond the summary presenta-
tion review pro ess en ompassing the data from all three  ir les. 

Circle 4: Assemble 
The obje tive of the fourth and final sharing  ir le was to assemble a theory of 
 hange based on the dis ussions held in the previous three  ir les. To lay the 
groundwork for this wholisti  pi ture, LP began with a summary presentation of 
all sharing  ir le dis ussions. In response to parti ipant feedba k from Cir le 2’s 
summary presentation and Elder guidan e advising alternative visual mediums 
to  omputer slideshows, LP used sti ky flip hart paper to share ba k themes spe-
 ifi  to ea h  ir le as well as overar hing themes. Ea h  ir le’s themes were listed 
in brief plain language and  ontained to a single flip hart sheet. Ea h sheet was 
narrated in rementally (i.e., beginning with the aim and its revisions before 
moving to a tivities) and then stu k to a blank wall in the gathering spa e for all 
 ir le members to see. This in remental presentation was used to support  om-
munity members’ memory of their  onversations and their understanding of 
how ea h  ir le related to and built on one another. On e all  ir le topi s were 
presented and displayed side by side,  ommunity member feedba k was invited. 
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After additional thoughts were re orded on the summary flip hart sheets, 
LP used a blank flip hart sheet to draw the preliminary theory of  hange model 
alongside a step-by-step narration of what ea h  omponent of the visual model 
represented. Then, printouts of a more polished version of this model were dis-
tributed to ea h  ir le member for  areful inspe tion and refle tion. Community 
members ea h shared their thoughts on the preliminary model, advising on 
experimenting with different visual representations and revisiting “pinned” dis-
 ussion points from previous  ir les, su h as naming the  on ept. While some 
aspe ts of  ir le dis ussions remained unfinished from this pro ess, group  on-
sensus was rea hed on the model’s  ontent and narrative, verifying the internal 
validity of the initial theory. 

After this final sharing  ir le, the  orpus of sharing  ir le data underwent 
the remaining themati  analysis phases to finalize themes and  on epts repre-
sentative of parti ipant feedba k provided in Cir le 4. This analysis pro ess led 
to the initial program theory presented in the following se tion. 

THE INITIAL PROGRAM MODEL 
The program theory generated from this  o- onstru tion pro ess (Figure 1) pre-
sents a non-linear and emergent representation within key boundaries that are 
distin t but deeply inter onne ted. Our model en ompasses many of the  om-
ponents typi al of other models employed in  onventional evaluation pra ti e 
but reframes them in a wholisti , relational way. Cir le parti ipants agreed 
through  onsensus that an appropriate pla eholder name (i.e., until a naming 
 eremony  an be held) for this model is the “theory of land-based nourishing.” 
Next, we present a model narrative that reviews ea h  omponent: 

• The Person: At the  entre of the model is the person experien ing the 
land-based program. The word person is a deliberate  hoi e that differ-
entiates from an “individual” who thinks and operates out of their own 
self-interest. Rather, a person is someone aware of their humanity and 
their  apa ity and desire to  are for others—both human and more-
than-human. Moreover, the person is on their own unique life path and 
will journey through the model in their own dire tion at their own 
pa e, determining what is relevant to nourish their own well-being 
along the way. 

• The Progr m: Surrounding the person is the spa e of our land-based 
programs that hold many important a tors. In this boundary, humans 
and more-than-humans reveal the gifts that they  an offer the person 
to nourish themselves, in luding knowledge, skills, and experien es. 
These gifts are bestowed on the person through the  onne tion they 
develop with ea h a tor. 

• The World: The boundary of the world represents the spa e from whi h 
program a tors draw to support the experien es they offer the person. 
Here resides the range of knowledge and pra ti es that  an nourish the 
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Figure 1. Theory of Land-Based Nourishing 
Source: Authors’ illustration 

person in their learning. Four quadrants denote many key aspe ts that 
inform program design: the seasonal differen es that shape what pro-
gram a tors  an do on the land related to food, the stages of the human 
life y le and the developmental needs for ea h life stage, the dimen-
sions of health that are nourished by/through food, and the past, pre-
sent, and future aspe ts of Indigenous foodways. Key prin iples that 
inform both program a tors and the person of how to engage with and 
pra ti e these food-related aspe ts are also present, in luding respe t, 
responsibility, re ipro ity, and trust. 

• The Cosmos: En ompassing and permeating all boundaries in the 
model is the realm of the  osmos, whi h represents and  onne ts all the 
animate and sa red beings that parti ipate within/through our land-
based programs. As su h, it re ognizes the ultimate tea hing role that 
the land, spirit, relationships, and life itself has in all things, whi h 
shape the life path of the person at the  entre of it all, nourishing their 
sense of meaning. 
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The “logi ” of this model hinges on its narrative, its story. With refle tion, one  an 
identify some of the features shared with  onventional theory-of- hange models. 
For instan e, the person is the “rationale” of our land-based programming—we 
aim to meet all  hildren and youth where they are at and nourish them as they 
need. The boundary of the program in ludes the “inputs” required for operation 
and is the site where program a tivities transpire. More abstra tly, the boundary 
of the world is a liminal spa e that both inspires the types of a tivities  ondu ted 
within the program, as well as broadly labels anti ipated “out omes” a ross 
times ales—from the short term to the seven generations ahead. The me han-
ism of  onne tion with human and more-than-human program a tors a tivates 
and links these pro esses through the ena tment of the four prin iples. In this 
sense, land-based nourishing o  urs through the a tivities and living beings that 
introdu e or support the person through dis overing what is relevant for their 
own well-being. 

The theory of land-based nourishing is an emergent model that does not 
pres ribe what  hildren and youth should gain from our land-based programs, 
aligning with the First Peoples Prin iples of Learning (First Nations Edu ation 
Steering Committee, 2007). As an initial  on eptualization en ompassing all 
existing and future programs, the flexibility enabled through the model’s high-
level detail respe ts the  onstantly  hanging nature of the land-based  ontexts in 
whi h we  ondu t this work (e.g., seasonal, natural). While not overtly por-
trayed, this ma ro-level depi tion also refle ts  y les within  y les, wherein ea h 
land-based program nested within this model will have its own  ir ular, wholis-
ti  depi tion to guide its evaluation  y le. 

REFLECTING ON THE PROGRAM THEORY 
CO-CONSTR CTION PROCESS 
Undertaking a  ollaborative pro ess of  o- onstru ting program theory at the 
outset of evaluation work within Indigenous  ontexts  an lend enormous support 
to multiple aspe ts of the overall evaluation pro ess. For us, engaging in theory 
 o- onstru tion enabled a  on urrent pro ess of program planning, evaluation 
planning, and theory development, as the  ir le  onversations  ontained relevant 
 onsiderations for all these  omponents. For example, our team was able to iden-
tify the types of data  olle tion methods (e.g., storytelling, sharing  ir les, art eli-
 itation, observation) that would provide desired, appropriate, and a tionable 
eviden e (LaFran e et al., 2012) for WONAA’s and the WC’s de ision-making 
related to land-based programming. Furthermore, through our embra e of diverse 
Indigenous perspe tives and  ontextual ways of being, knowing, and doing 
(LaFran e & Ni hols, 2010), we re ognized that “theories spring from the people 
themselves” (Weber-Pillwax, 1999, p. 42). This enabled us to generate an initial 
theory representative of our urban Indigenous  ommunity and  ontext. 

We were also able to develop a shared understanding of what evaluation 
is within our  ontext. As the iterative nature of the sharing  ir les enabled 
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 ommunity member parti ipants time to refle t on  onversations and revisit or 
introdu e related topi s, the subje t of evaluation itself be ame relevant to many 
in the group. These  onversations  reated the opportunity to reframe evaluation 
terms and our overall understanding of evaluation as a  y le of responsibility 
involving both WONAA and WC and Indigenous  ommunity members more 
broadly, wherein learning and a  ountability are exer ised through  ontinuous 
refle tion (Gillespie et al., 2020). Furthermore, and unintentionally, this pro ess 
initiated the  ultivation of a land-based evaluation  y le that follows the seaso-
nal rhythms and signifi ant  ultural times of the year. Holding the theory  o-
 onstru tion pro ess in the winter season—the traditional time for refle tion 
and storytelling—was originally planned out of proje t  onvenien e, but we 
 ame to appre iate that establishing the evaluation  y le at this time gave added 
meaning to our work by refle ting tradition and  reated spa e to invite the land 
as a parti ipant in our very pro ess. This refle ts Nadeau et al.’s (2023) view that 
what evaluation “is or be omes will emerge from our  olle tive attempts to 
ensure traditional values remain at the  ore of any approa h” (p. 40). 

Condu ting this pro ess was not without its  hallenges. While the ideal was 
to have all 10 members attend ea h  ir le, aligning everyone’s s hedules was not 
always possible. In reality, the first three topi s (i.e., aim, a tivities, assessment) 
were explored separately with youth in a single gathering to a  ommodate their 
s hool and work s hedules. Adult parti ipants,  onversely, explored these same 
topi s over the planned three gatherings. If a  ommunity member  ould not 
attend a  ir le as planned, LP met with them individually to gather their perspe -
tives on the topi  at hand. Similarly, the planned sequen e of  ir le topi s was 
not explored in a siloed, sequential order. Rather, aspe ts of ea h topi  were dis-
 ussed a ross  ir le gatherings, whi h emphasized the inter onne ted nature 
of arti ulating the program theory. What we have learned from these  hallenges 
is the importan e of having flexibility in our iterative approa h and personal 
 ondu t. Meeting more than on e with  ommunity members was one of the 
strengths of our pro ess, but it required an enhan ed pra ti e of flexibility and 
responsiveness (Maddox et al., 2021) to ensure that everyone be involved and 
 ontribute in the ways that they  ould. 

While this theory  o- onstru tion pro ess is only the beginning of a larger, 
ongoing evaluation pro ess, it was an essential first step towards a valid pla e-
based and  ulturally responsive program theory. It is our hope that the remain-
der of our evaluation pro ess will strengthen our initial theory of land-based 
nourishing. In the spring and summer seasons of 2024, we will evaluate two 
land-based programs using diverse qualitative methods that will  olle t multiple 
data. On e they have been  ompleted, a triangulation analysis pro ess with mul-
tiple members of our resear h team will be  ondu ted in the fall and used to 
further inform and shape the initial program theory. Moreover, a dedu tive ana-
lysis approa h will also be in orporated to refle t on published resear h around 
similar Indigenous land-based and food edu ation initiatives. After this analysis 
pro ess, a final  ir le with the same  ommunity members who parti ipated in 
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the  o- onstru tion pro ess reported in this arti le will be invited ba k in early 
winter to refle t on the larger evaluation proje t’s findings and determine 
whether or how the model should  hange. 

CONCL SION 
This arti le des ribed our method for designing and implementing a theory  o-
 onstru tion pro ess to meet the needs of our urban Indigenous  ontext. Itera-
tive sharing  ir le  onversations with Indigenous  ommunity members enabled 
us to  reate an initial emergent model depi ting a wholisti  understanding of 
our land-based programs that is refle tive of our diverse urban  ontext. This 
 on eptualization will support every subsequent stage of our evaluation work— 
from planning to reporting. Beginning with program theory development 
opened a pathway for us to explore and  ultivate an evaluation pro ess—a  y le 
of responsibility—that will  ontinuously be  larified as we uphold and journey 
through it in perpetuity. We hope that sharing our program story, although in 
its infan y, is a wel ome learning resour e for other Indigenous  ommunities 
embarking on their own evaluation journeys. 

NOTES 
1 We use this spelling to  larify its meaning of wholeness rather than holy or hole 

(Absolon, 2022). 
2 We use the term more-th n-hum n to refer to a broad definition of animated beings 

that re ognizes the liveliness and multipli ity of forms (i.e., beyond visible, physi al, 
et .) of any entities with whom humans intera t. This  ontrasts similar terms su h as 
non-hum ns or other-th n-hum ns, whi h simultaneously reify and oppose an 
anthropo entri  framework (Chamel & Dansa , 2022). 
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