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Abstract: This evaluation work is grounded in the Northern Door: Be on a Good
Journey, where the authors share their process for cultivating a place-based pro-
gram theory for urban Indigenous land-based initiatives in the Waterloo Region,
Ontario. This process was an essential first step to an ongoing evaluation project
assessing the implementation and early outcomes of two programs for Indigenous
children and youth. The authors embarked on this journey recognizing the need for
relevant, place-based understandings of context that honour the philosophical and
theoretical differences of Indigenous communities compared to Western knowledge.
Drawing on guidance in both evaluation theory and Indigenous scholarship, four
iterative sharing circles with key Indigenous community members were held to dis-
cuss the following thematic topics: program aims, activities, assessment needs, and
initial theory assembly. Little published literature that describes culturally respon-
sive program theory development is available. Necessarily, the authors are using
this opportunity to develop, implement, and reflect on an urban Indigenous theory-
development process.
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Résumé : Ce travail d’évaluation est ancré dans la porte du Nord : bon chemine-
ment, ou les auteurs font part de leur processus d'utilisation d’une théorie de
programme territoriale pour les initiatives urbaines autochtones axées sur la
terre dans la région de Waterloo, en Ontario. Ce processus est la premiére étape
essentielle d’'un projet en cours évaluant la mise en ceuvre et les résultats hatifs de
deux programmes pour enfants et jeunes autochtones. Les auteurs ont lancé leur
démarche en reconnaissant la nécessité d’une connaissance contextuelle pertinente
et territoriale qui honore les différences philosophiques et théoriques entre les com-
munautés autochtones et les connaissances occidentales. Inspirés autant par la
théorie de I'évaluation que par les connaissances autochtones, quatre cercles de
partage itératif avec des membres clés de la communauté autochtone ont été orga-
nisés pour discuter des sujets suivants : objectifs des programmes, activités, besoins
en matiére d’évaluation et élaboration initiale de la théorie. Peu de littérature a
été publiée pour décrire I'élaboration de théories de programmes culturellement
réceptives. Nécessairement, les auteurs profitent de l'occasion pour élaborer et
mettre en ceuvre un processus de développement de théorie autochtone en milieu
urbain.

Mots clés : culturellement réceptif, évaluation autochtone, programmes territor-
iaux, milieu urbain, théorie de programmes

INTRODUCTION

Land-based learning is being increasingly applied by Indigenous communities
across Canada in different learning environments and social service contexts
to promote pathways towards well-being (Luig et al., 2011; Mashford-Pringle &
Stewart, 2019; Wildcat et al., 2014). Indigenous understandings of well-being
connote a wholistic' concept of health that integrates spiritual sentiment, quality
of life, self-determination, culture, 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 education that recognizes the significant connection that Indi-
genous Peoples have with the land (LaFrance et al., 2015; J. Redvers, 2020), land-
based learning offers experiences in the natural world grounded in Indigenous
knowledge and culture. There is also a growing amount of research that suggests
land-based education is a supportive approach for revitalizing ancestral food-
ways, where youth involvement has been key to program success (Thompson
et al., 2018; Wesche et al., 2016). While research on these efforts continues to
grow, few studies exist that have evaluated these activities to determine successes
and impacts on Indigenous well-being, particularly in urban contexts within
southern Canada.

In the province of Ontario, more than 85% of Indigenous People live oft-
reserve (Government of Ontario, 2018). As such, urban settings become places
where Indigenous people meet and create diverse communities to which they
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bring their own cultural practices and knowledge (Locklear et al., 2023). More-
over, urban settings continue to be places where Indigenous people can embody
their identities and connect with the land (Horn, 2022). In these spaces where
multiple practices and new traditions emerge, culturally responsive evaluation
can support the unique priorities and needs urban Indigenous communities
identify.

Culturally responsive Indigenous evaluation theories, frameworks, and
practices have been developed and shared by evaluation scholars for application
to varying evaluation scales, including projects, programs, organizations, and
systems (Bowman, 2020; Casillas & Trochim, 2015). Yet, at any scale, context
remains the central aspect of understanding these initiatives in relation to com-
munity and place (LaFrance et al., 2012). While there remains a need for
community-based and context-bound evaluation frameworks, tools, and the
stories of how these items came to be (Gresku et al., 2022), there is an increasing
presence of Indigenous-led examples that other community contexts can learn
from to reclaim their own evaluation practice (Dedyukina et al., 2023; Locklear
et al.,, 2023; Nadeau et al., 2023).

In this article, we describe our method for designing and implementing a
collaborative theory co-construction process for an urban Indigenous context
within southwestern Ontario, Canada. Grounded in a relational context, we con-
versed with community members to articulate the story of land-based program-
ming conducted by the White Owl Native Ancestry Association (WONAA) and
the Wisahkotewinowak Collective (WC). We also present the initial program
theory model that came out of this process and share our reflections on what
this co-construction process lent to our wider evaluation project. This process
was the first phase of a wider evaluation project assessing the impact of two
land-based programs from the perspectives of Indigenous children and youth.

PLACING OURSELVES

We come to this evaluation work as a team of Indigenous and non-Indigenous
people who offer our unique gifts in service of a shared vision—including our dif-
ferent strengths, knowledge, and lived experience. WONAA and the WC are
Indigenous organizations that led the evaluation process in their collaboration
with non-Indigenous scholars. This included active involvement in all aspects of
the evaluation, including the planning, implementation, analysis, and reporting
stages. Unlike much evaluation work, this project is rooted in a 4-year relation-
ship between all authors who have laboured together for WONAA or WC initia-
tives beyond evaluation or research activities. This relationship set the foundation
for a collaborative co-learning process directed at strengthening organizational
capacity to enhance WONAA and WC’s services for the urban Indigenous com-
munity of the Waterloo Region (Grover, 2010; Maddox et al., 2021).

We also recognize the centuries-old Territorial Covenants whose values and
principles we aspire to uphold in this work. These include the Haldimand Treaty
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of 1784 that granted the jurisdiction of these lands to the Six Nations of the
Grand River (Six Nations Lands & Resources, 2008); Kaswentha, or the Two
Row Wampum, (Hill, 2017; Monture, 2014) which advises the alliance between
our Indigenous and non-Indigenous team members to journey together in true
allyship through peace and friendship in perpetuity that ensures respect for Indi-
genous self-determination; and Gdoo-naaganinaa, the Dish With One Spoon
Wampum (Hill, 2017; Simpson, 2008), which guides our caregiving for each
other and All Our Relations. In the spirit of these agreements, we acknowledge
our responsibility for the mutually beneficial transformations we support and
the community interrelationships we impact by doing evaluation (LaFrance
et al., 2012; Weber-Pillwax, 1999). While the third author (LP) was entrusted to
carry out many of the everyday evaluation tasks, nothing was conducted without
the knowledge, guidance, permission and/or direct involvement of Indigenous
staff, organizational leaders, and Elder advisors.

CONTEXT FOR DOING PROGRAM THEORY CO-CONSTRUCTION:
METHOD FOR WONAA'’S AND THE WC'S LAND-BASED INITIATIVES

The Waterloo Region, which encompasses the present-day cities of Cambridge,
Kitchener, and Waterloo, is situated within the ancestral lands of the Anishinaa-
beg, Haudenosaunee, and Chonnonton peoples. WONAA is an urban Indigen-
ous organization based in the city of Kitchener that offers a range of programs
and services to work with Indigenous individuals, families, and the urban Indi-
genous community in fostering a place of healing and belonging (WONAA,
2023). Established in 1975, it is the oldest Indigenous organization in the Water-
loo Region. Much of its services are delivered through land-based and culturally
safe approaches. Its sister organization, the WG, is an urban Indigenous collec-
tive that cares for four urban land sites across the Waterloo Region’s urban
centres, including 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 community initiative, the WC has recently incorporated
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 child
and youth programming to qualify for larger grants, which would expand and
sustain many aspects of their land-based community services. While these orga-
nizations were familiar with summative evaluation reporting across their service
provision, the usefulness of integrating a formative evaluation component
became apparent through planning discussions for their partnered youth and
children’s programs.

WONAA had a history of operating children’s programs including summer
day camps, but most of these offerings were disrupted by the pandemic, a time
that also brought staff turnover and a disruption to organizational memory sur-
rounding those initiatives. In this period, WONAA staff also recognized the
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potential that land-based programming could offer Indigenous young people in
the Waterloo Region, who tended to see their “home” in the city. As these youth
came from diverse cultural backgrounds (e.g., Anishinaabe, Cree, Métis, Haude-
nosaunee, Mi’kmag, etc.), the vision of this urban land-based initiative was to
create a space where young people could connect with the land and each other
rather than incorporate specific ceremonial practices. Shared teachings around
land and place were therefore the focus, as organizational staff recognized that
the youth’s own cultural understanding is another level of discovery beyond the
purview of the land-based programming envisioned. In this sense, WONAA and
the WC aimed to promote a decolonizing educational relationship with place,
where “place teaches coexistence, not consensus” (Larsen & Johnson, 2017, p. 9).
Yet, organizational staff recognized a persistent challenge in pursing this vision
would be to avoid pan-Indigenous representations in their program activities.

Despite these challenges, a new program for community 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 pandemic to engage Indi-
genous youth in the growing and caregiving process of the WC’s and WONAA’s
land sites to support the production and sharing of conventional and Indigenous
foods for and with the Indigenous community. As a paid internship, youth
were employed to maintain the land sites while participating in cultural and
arts-based activities (e.g., canoeing, cultural teachings, crafting) to enrich their
program experiences. All internship activities emphasized place and youth parti-
cipants’ relationship to it as diverse Indigenous people, including visits and
teachings on the history and significance of local landmarks (e.g., the Grand
River, historic Indigenous settlements) and regional subsistence species. Pro-
gram facilitators conducted these activities in English. The success of the intern-
ship’s 2021 pilot led to its annual offering, and by 2023, WONAA and the WC
were in a place to collaboratively revitalize their programs for Indigenous chil-
dren. The first of these programs included Sweetwater Camp, a pilot program
planned for March Break of 2024 with children ages 8-13 in WONAA’s sugar-
bush. In their reflection and planning stages for the youth and child programs,
respectively, the research team recognized the opportunity to create an evalua-
tion plan and process around both programs as both shared similarities in con-
text, design, and activities. Coincidentally, the design and planning phase of the
children’s pilot coincided with the implementation of the reported theory co-
construction method.

The theory co-construction process that follows focuses on a specific objec-
tive of the larger project: to develop a culturally and locally responsive shared
understanding of the goal(s) of land-based food education, with input from Indi-
genous community members and staff at WONAA and the WC. The beginning
of the process, which this article reports, involved the collection and interpreta-
tion of a single source of qualitative data: sharing circle group conversations
(Tachine et al., 2016) with key community members. Key community members
(N = 10) were purposively sampled to ensure diverse representation across life
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stages (e.g., youth, adult), community roles (e.g., Elder, parent), lived experience
related to land-based education with children and youth, and cultural back-
ground (e.g., Anishinaabe, Haudenosaunee, Mi’kmagq, Métis), reflecting the rea-
lity of our urban Indigenous context. All invited community members were
identified by WONAA and WC staff and invited to participate by LP through an
email invitation. Apart from one non-Indigenous participant who carried exten-
sive experience in land-based education with Indigenous children, all sharing
circle members met our team’s recruitment criteria. The sharing circle guides
were developed by five members of our research team (i.e., three WONAA staff,
one WC staff, LP) to include organizational and researcher perspectives. Four
sharing circles were held between December 2023 and February 2024 at roughly
3-week intervals. Each discussion was held for an average of 2 hours and
occurred over a catered meal. All sharing circles were audio recorded with group
consent, transcribed verbatim, and imported into NVivo 14 software (Lumivero,
2023) for qualitative thematic analysis. This study received ethics clearance from
the University of Waterloo Office of Research Ethics (ORE #45537).

DEVELOPING A THEORY CO-CONSTRUCTION PROCESS

The ongoing, wider evaluation project this process is situated within uses a
community-based participatory approach, ensuring that Indigenous involve-
ment is meaningfully engaged throughout the entire evaluation process and that
the investigation is relevant to community priorities (Koster et al., 2012; Kovach,
2021; LaVeaux & Christopher, 2009). Moreover, it takes a decolonizing theoreti-
cal perspective that prioritizes the strengths of Indigenous knowledges and prac-
tices, upholds key ethical principles such as the 4Rs—respect, reciprocity,
responsibility, relationships (Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991)—and USAI—utility,
self-voicing, access, inter-relationality (OFIFC, 2016), and actively engages in
positive relationships to redress the exploitive and harmful history both research
and evaluation has had in Indigenous contexts. In this sense, our approach
understands evaluation as relationships, reciprocity, respect, empowerment, and
ceremony (Gillespie et al., 2020; LaFrance et al., 2015; Wilson, 2008). Incorpor-
ating all these aspects within our theory co-construction process, we employed a
braiding methodology (Mehltretter et al., 2024) grounded in context and care
that brought together the best and most relevant strands from Indigenous and
Euro-Western knowledges to create a strengthened evaluation process.

The goal of this collaborative theory co-construction process was to culti-
vate a shared understanding of the overarching system and mission in which
the Summer Youth Internship and Sweetwater Camp connect. Beginning with
defining the how and why of the macro level seemed most fitting because
WONAA and WC knew that each of our present and future land-based pro-
grams contributed to a shared mission between our agencies. This level also
aligned with our desire for a community-based theory that laid the foundation
of our evaluation process in Indigenous community knowledge and practice,
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ultimately strengthening our works’ responsiveness to community needs (Mad-
dox et al.,, 2021). In this way, our research team sought to prioritize community
perspectives around program implementation factors, anticipated outcomes,
and the assumptions related to carrying out the work and achieving program
goals (Mayne, 2017) within this multi-level initiative context.

In designing this perspective-gathering process, our team identified align-
ments between appreciative inquiry evaluation methods and an Indigenous
land-based curriculum development process. Appreciative inquiry is a commu-
nity capacity-building approach that works with community members to iden-
tify community strengths and create a plan to build on them through developing
an emergent program theory (Funnell & Rogers, 2011). The approach is often
employed through a 4-D (Preskill & Catsambas, 2006) or Seven D (Dha-
motharan, 2009) model that works through iterative cycles that envision a
desired future (discover and dream), identify required actions (directions and
design), implement the changes (destiny/delivery), and reflect on the outcomes
(documentation) through developing respectful relationships. Complementary
to this evaluation approach, a workshop given by Michano-Courchene and col-
leagues (2023) delineated a land-based curriculum design process outlining
three topics to consider: the purpose or goal of the curriculum, the activities that
would facilitate this learning, and appropriate assessment methods that honour
Indigenous worldviews.

To meet our research and evaluation needs, we braided these approaches
together to design an iterative conversational process that held space for com-
munity members to share their experiences and knowledges while cultivating
reflections and relationships. To do this, we held four sharing circles to discuss
multiple topics that we call the 4-As. These topics include the aim of the initia-
tive, with special consideration for how Indigenous knowledges could impact
the framing and understanding of our shared vision; activities that would facili-
tate reaching the aim; assessment methods that align with Indigenous concepts
of success within a land-based learning context; and assembling the community-
based theory. The circles were planned to take place across the winter season to
align with the cultural time of rest, reflection, and storytelling and the rhythm of
WONAA/WC’s land-based work. Cultural protocols and ceremony were central
components of each circle to ensure our conversations were set in the right place
to create trust in the programming story (LaFrance et al., 2015).

Semi-structured conversation guides were created for each circle. Questions
were intentionally designed by the research team to evoke a wide range of
responses reflective of the diverse Indigenous worldviews and contextual ways of
being, knowing, and doing within our urban context (LaFrance & Nichols, 2010).
However, we found inspiration from two formal theories that we anticipated
community members to draw from, which included the concepts of food literacy
and Indigenous food sovereignty. While consideration of these concepts shaped
the wording of several questions, prompts, and follow-ups, they were not expli-
citly introduced to community member participants as working assumptions for
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sharing circle conversations to avoid theoretical bias. We elaborate on the subject
matter of each sharing circle in the following section.

APPLYING THE THEORY CO-CONSTRUCTION PROCESS

To illustrate the process’s application, we provide examples from the sharing cir-
cle activities held to establish an initial program theory. A comprehensive sum-
mary of our process can be found in Table 1.

Table 1. Theory Co-Construction Development Process

Sharing 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 1: Aim

The objective of the first sharing circle was to define the aim of the WONAA/
WC land-based program partnership. Discussion questions took a strengths-
based approach that framed the program situation as a worthwhile opportunity,
identifying why the opportunity should be taken up, what benefits it would deli-
ver to participants and the wider Indigenous community, and what aspects
could contribute to the successful uptake of this opportunity (Funnell & Rogers,
2011). To orient our discussion, we framed the objective as an overarching ques-
tion that would be addressed through two thematic topics: describing the con-
cept (i.e., food-related knowledge) and understanding how the concept is shaped
by our community context.

Specifically, we began with a broad discussion toward identifying the
ideal outcome of land-based food education by posing the question, “What is
the purpose of having knowledge about food?” In response, community mem-
bers described important relationships or connections that they thought impor-
tant for Indigenous children and youth to understand about food, related
cultural values, and protocols that inform this understanding for an urban con-
text and explained whether food-related knowledge is a priority for their com-
munity. They also discussed why food-related knowledge was best suited for
learning through a land-based learning approach and characterized 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 second thematic area
of relating the concept to the community context. In this discussion they identi-
fied community benefits that food-related knowledge could bring to an urban
Indigenous context and how it could do so, including addressing known com-
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 community assets that could support WONAA/WC’s land-
based programs and food-related knowledge more broadly.

With this conversation audio-recorded, transcribed, and imported into
NVivo 14 qualitative analysis software (Lumivero, 2023), the evaluator (LP) then
undertook preliminary thematic analysis guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2013)
six-stage reflexive process, which includes the following steps: (1) familiarizing
oneself with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes,
(4) reviewing themes, (5) naming and defining themes, and (6) producing the
report. The analysis process was designed to partially occur (Stages 1-3) before
the following sharing circle to produce a summary that would be reviewed
(Stage 4) and discussed at the beginning of the following circle. In this way, the
co-construction process co-occurred with the data analysis process to iteratively
validate, revise, and build on discussions and identified themes. Through the
first three stages, the evaluator used an inductive process to identify themes by
linking them to the data, rather than connecting themes to known theoretical
concepts, and created initial theme names through a latent, interpretive process
that examined the underlying conceptualizations and assumptions within what
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community members shared (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Once these initial themes
were generated, LP assembled them into a narrative slideshow to visually and
orally present the summary. Slides were structured to reflect the circle discussion
topics (i.e., concept, community context) and presented the initial themes with
supporting discussion quotes.

Circle 2: Activities

The second circle conversation began with LP presenting the Circle 1 summary
using the narrative slideshow as a collective reference point. While the presenta-
tion included several planned breaks to directly invite participant feedback,
community members were encouraged to share their thoughts at any point to
create a conversational dynamic. Throughout the presentation, community
members were asked if they felt the summary represented their thoughts and
memory of the discussion, whether anything was missing or misinterpreted by
LP, and whether the initial themes could be clarified or changed. Once there was
consensus agreement on our shared understanding of the summary, the changes
needed and ideas to be revisited in later circles, we shifted the conversation to
Circle 2’s discussion guide. In practice, most of our allotted time was used for
the summary presentation discussion, but we outline later the intended topics of
this second circle that were covered in Circle 3’s time.

The objective of the second circle was to determine the types of activities
needed to reach the defined aim. Our discussion around this objective was
oriented by the overarching question, “How is food-related knowledge trans-
mitted and/or practiced?” Like Circle 1, two thematic topics were explored
through our conversation, including land-based program design elements and
the roles and responsibilities of program actors.

Community members began by discussing what they would like to see
urban Indigenous young people in our community know about in relation to
food. Then, they identified specific practices or activities that would support
learning this knowledge, accounting for what would be feasible in WONAA/
WC’s context. They also described how these activities enabled knowledge trans-
mission to Indigenous young people and whether activities should differ based
on program factors, such as age group, location, season, and duration. Potential
barriers that urban Indigenous children or youth might encounter when acces-
sing or participating in our land-based programs were discussed as well. Pro-
gram actors were then identified within this clarifying picture of WONAA/WC’s
land-based programs. Community members determined who would be partici-
pating in these programs and described their roles and responsibilities within
the program context, including human and more-than-human actors.”

The transcript of this circle was imported into the same analysis file as
Circle 1, and the same data analysis procedures were followed. However, to com-
plete Stage 4 of the thematic analysis process (Braun & Clarke, 2013), the evalua-
tor revisited the initial codebook generated for Circle 1 and modified it to reflect
community member feedback from the summary presentation.
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Circle 3: Assessment

The original intention of Circle 3 was to follow the same summary presentation
review procedures as Circle 2. However, since we were unable to have sufficient
time to discuss the planned content in Circle 2’s gathering, there was very little
to summarize. As such, we began our conversation according to Circle 2’s dis-
cussion guide and then proceeded with Circle 3’s topics.

The third circle’s objective was to decide how food-related knowledge should
be assessed within our land-based programs, which we rephrased as our orient-
ing question. The two topic areas that supported our conversation revolved
around Indigenous learning and knowledge assessment. Community members
first discussed important considerations for understanding what learning is
within our urban Indigenous context. In this conversation, participants charac-
terized what it means to learn something, what it results in, and how it transpires
within urban Indigenous places. Key considerations for how this understanding
should inform program design were also made.

Turning to knowledge assessment, community members considered a wide
variety of assessment methods (e.g., storytelling, observation, self-reflection) and
identified those most appropriate to assess food-related knowledge among child
and youth program participants. They also considered what aspects of food-
related knowledge should be assessed, who should be involved in the assessment
process, when the assessment should take place, and how often.

As with the previous circles, the same data importation and analysis proce-
dures were followed. However, while the evaluator coded each circle and identi-
fied initial themes within each conversation, LP also identified initial themes
shared across circle discussions to inform a preliminary theory of change model.
This model served as the focal point for Circle 4 beyond the summary presenta-
tion review process encompassing the data from all three circles.

Circle 4: Assemble

The objective of the fourth and final sharing circle was to assemble a theory of
change based on the discussions held in the previous three circles. To lay the
groundwork for this wholistic picture, LP began with a summary presentation of
all sharing circle discussions. In response to participant feedback from Circle 2’s
summary presentation and Elder guidance advising alternative visual mediums
to computer slideshows, LP used sticky flipchart paper to share back themes spe-
cific to each circle as well as overarching themes. Each circle’s themes were listed
in brief plain language and contained to a single flipchart sheet. Each sheet was
narrated incrementally (i.e., beginning with the aim and its revisions before
moving to activities) and then stuck to a blank wall in the gathering space for all
circle members to see. This incremental presentation was used to support com-
munity members’ memory of their conversations and their understanding of
how each circle related to and built on one another. Once all circle topics were
presented and displayed side by side, community member feedback was invited.
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After additional thoughts were recorded on the summary flipchart sheets,
LP used a blank flipchart sheet to draw the preliminary theory of change model
alongside a step-by-step narration of what each component of the visual model
represented. Then, printouts of a more polished version of this model were dis-
tributed to each circle member for careful inspection and reflection. Community
members each shared their thoughts on the preliminary model, advising on
experimenting with different visual representations and revisiting “pinned” dis-
cussion points from previous circles, such as naming the concept. While some
aspects of circle discussions remained unfinished from this process, group con-
sensus was reached on the model’s content and narrative, verifying the internal
validity of the initial theory.

After this final sharing circle, the corpus of sharing circle data underwent
the remaining thematic analysis phases to finalize themes and concepts repre-
sentative of participant feedback provided in Circle 4. This analysis process led
to the initial program theory presented in the following section.

THE INITIAL PROGRAM MODEL

The program theory generated from this co-construction process (Figure 1) pre-
sents a non-linear and emergent representation within key boundaries that are
distinct but deeply interconnected. Our model encompasses many of the com-
ponents typical of other models employed in conventional evaluation practice
but reframes them in a wholistic, relational way. Circle participants agreed
through consensus that an appropriate placeholder name (i.e., until a naming
ceremony can be held) for this model is the “theory of land-based nourishing.”
Next, we present a model narrative that reviews each component:

o The Person: At the centre of the model is the person experiencing the
land-based program. The word person is a deliberate choice 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 capacity and desire to care 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 direction at their own
pace, determining what is relevant to nourish their own well-being
along the way.

o The Program: Surrounding the person is the space of our land-based
programs that hold many important actors. In this boundary, humans
and more-than-humans reveal the gifts that they can offer the person
to nourish themselves, including knowledge, skills, and experiences.
These gifts are bestowed on the person through the connection they
develop with each actor.

o The World: The boundary of the world represents the space from which
program actors draw to support the experiences they offer the person.
Here resides the range of knowledge and practices that can 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 aspects that
inform program design: the seasonal differences that shape what pro-
gram actors can do on the land related to food, the stages of the human
lifecycle and the developmental needs for each life stage, the dimen-
sions of health that are nourished by/through food, and the past, pre-
sent, and future aspects of Indigenous foodways. Key principles that
inform both program actors and the person of how to engage with and
practice these food-related aspects are also present, including respect,
responsibility, reciprocity, and trust.

o The Cosmos: Encompassing and permeating all boundaries in the
model is the realm of the cosmos, which represents and connects all the
animate and sacred beings that participate within/through our land-
based programs. As such, it recognizes the ultimate teaching role that
the land, spirit, relationships, and life itself has in all things, which
shape the life path of the person at the centre of it all, nourishing their
sense of meaning.
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The “logic” of this model hinges on its narrative, its story. With reflection, one can
identify some of the features shared with conventional theory-of-change models.
For instance, the person is the “rationale” of our land-based programming—we
aim to meet all children and youth where they are at and nourish them as they
need. The boundary of the program includes the “inputs” required for operation
and is the site where program activities transpire. More abstractly, the boundary
of the world is a liminal space that both inspires the types of activities conducted
within the program, as well as broadly labels anticipated “outcomes” across
timescales—from the short term to the seven generations ahead. The mechan-
ism of connection with human and more-than-human program actors activates
and links these processes through the enactment of the four principles. In this
sense, land-based nourishing occurs through the activities and living beings that
introduce or support the person through discovering what is relevant for their
own well-being.

The theory of land-based nourishing is an emergent model that does not
prescribe what children and youth should gain from our land-based programs,
aligning with the First Peoples Principles of Learning (First Nations Education
Steering Committee, 2007). As an initial conceptualization encompassing all
existing and future programs, the flexibility enabled through the model’s high-
level detail respects the constantly changing nature of the land-based contexts in
which we conduct this work (e.g., seasonal, natural). While not overtly por-
trayed, this macro-level depiction also reflects cycles within cycles, wherein each
land-based program nested within this model will have its own circular, wholis-
tic depiction to guide its evaluation cycle.

REFLECTING ON THE PROGRAM THEORY
CO-CONSTRUCTION PROCESS

Undertaking a collaborative process of co-constructing program theory at the
outset of evaluation work within Indigenous contexts can lend enormous support
to multiple aspects of the overall evaluation process. For us, engaging in theory
co-construction enabled a concurrent process of program planning, evaluation
planning, and theory development, as the circle conversations contained relevant
considerations for all these components. For example, our team was able to iden-
tify the types of data collection methods (e.g., storytelling, sharing circles, art eli-
citation, observation) that would provide desired, appropriate, and actionable
evidence (LaFrance et al., 2012) for WONAA’s and the WC’s decision-making
related to land-based programming. Furthermore, through our embrace of diverse
Indigenous perspectives and contextual ways of being, knowing, and doing
(LaFrance & Nichols, 2010), we recognized 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 community and context.

We were also able to develop a shared understanding of what evaluation
is within our context. As the iterative nature of the sharing circles enabled
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community member participants time to reflect on conversations and revisit or
introduce related topics, the subject of evaluation itself became relevant to many
in the group. These conversations created the opportunity to reframe evaluation
terms and our overall understanding of evaluation as a cycle of responsibility
involving both WONAA and WC and Indigenous community members more
broadly, wherein learning and accountability are exercised through continuous
reflection (Gillespie et al., 2020). Furthermore, and unintentionally, this process
initiated the cultivation of a land-based evaluation cycle that follows the seaso-
nal rhythms and significant cultural times of the year. Holding the theory co-
construction process in the winter season—the traditional time for reflection
and storytelling—was originally planned out of project convenience, but we
came to appreciate that establishing the evaluation cycle at this time gave added
meaning to our work by reflecting tradition and created space to invite the land
as a participant in our very process. This reflects Nadeau et al.’s (2023) view that
what evaluation “is or becomes will emerge from our collective attempts to
ensure traditional values remain at the core of any approach” (p. 40).

Conducting this process was not without its challenges. While the ideal was
to have all 10 members attend each circle, aligning everyone’s schedules was not
always possible. In reality, the first three topics (i.e., aim, activities, assessment)
were explored separately with youth in a single gathering to accommodate their
school and work schedules. Adult participants, conversely, explored these same
topics over the planned three gatherings. If a community member could not
attend a circle as planned, LP met with them individually to gather their perspec-
tives on the topic at hand. Similarly, the planned sequence of circle topics was
not explored in a siloed, sequential order. Rather, aspects of each topic were dis-
cussed across circle gatherings, which emphasized the interconnected nature
of articulating the program theory. What we have learned from these challenges
is the importance of having flexibility in our iterative approach and personal
conduct. Meeting more than once with community members was one of the
strengths of our process, but it required an enhanced practice of flexibility and
responsiveness (Maddox et al., 2021) to ensure that everyone be involved and
contribute in the ways that they could.

While this theory co-construction process is only the beginning of a larger,
ongoing evaluation process, it was an essential first step towards a valid place-
based and culturally responsive program theory. It is our hope that the remain-
der of our evaluation process 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 collect multiple
data. Once they have been completed, a triangulation analysis process with mul-
tiple members of our research team will be conducted in the fall and used to
further inform and shape the initial program theory. Moreover, a deductive ana-
lysis approach will also be incorporated to reflect on published research around
similar Indigenous land-based and food education initiatives. After this analysis
process, a final circle with the same community members who participated in
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the co-construction process reported in this article will be invited back in early
winter to reflect on the larger evaluation project’s findings and determine
whether or how the model should change.

CONCLUSION

This article described our method for designing and implementing a theory co-
construction process to meet the needs of our urban Indigenous context. Itera-
tive sharing circle conversations with Indigenous community members enabled
us to create an initial emergent model depicting a wholistic understanding of
our land-based programs that is reflective of our diverse urban context. This
conceptualization 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 cultivate an evaluation process—a cycle
of responsibility—that will continuously be clarified as we uphold and journey
through it in perpetuity. We hope that sharing our program story, although in
its infancy, is a welcome learning resource for other Indigenous communities
embarking on their own evaluation journeys.

NOTES

1 We use this spelling to clarify its meaning of wholeness rather than holy or hole
(Absolon, 2022).

2 We use the term more-than-human to refer to a broad definition of animated beings
that recognizes the liveliness and multiplicity of forms (i.e., beyond visible, physical,
etc.) of any entities with whom humans interact. This contrasts similar terms such as
non-humans or other-than-humans, which simultaneously reify and oppose an
anthropocentric framework (Chamel & Dansac, 2022).
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