
Food Literacy in Indigenous 

Communities in Ontario 

What’s happening? What works? 



Arlene Meekis-Jung brings a wide variety of experience to her small community of Wawakapewin. Food 

security is a passion borne of necessity, as she lives in a float plane access only community where 

freight costs can be as much as $6.50 per pound. Currently, she functions as the Special Projects 

Advisor and assists her community members with meeting the food security challenges through initiatives 

such as community gardens, innovative preparation methods for traditional foods and procurement 

strategies. Arlene has worked in the fields of economic development (specifically tourism and small 

business entrepreneurship), social services and youth centres. As the Board Chair for the Nishnawbe 

Aski Development Fund for the past four years, she has talked consistently about economic development 

as the foundation which we need to build in order to alleviate the social problems in our communities. 

Food security is an integral piece of that puzzle. 

Emma Ueffing has a Bachelor of Science in Nutrition from the University of Prince Edward Island. 

Through UPEI she completed her Integrated Dietetic Internship with placement on PEI and in Nova 

Scotia. Shortly after completion she moved to Thunder Bay Ontario in 2015 where she began working in 

a Diabetes Management Program at Anishnawbe Mushkiki Aboriginal Health Access Center and 

obtained a CDE designation. Emma has a joint responsibility for primary care and population health 

functions. Here she conducts comprehensive nutritional assessments, education, counseling and the 

continuous monitoring and evaluation of complex clients as well as participation in planning, 

implementation and evaluation of programs and policies. 

Kathleen Shaw graduated in 2007 with a Bachelor of Nutritional Sciences from McGill University, where 

she also completed her Integrated Dietetic Internship. Her first place of employment was as a community 

Dietitian with Noojmowin Teg Aboriginal Health Access Centre on Manitoulin Island, Ontario. Family 

brought her back home to Thunder Bay, Ontario in 2011. She was able to continue her passion of 

working within Aboriginal health when she joined the team at Anishnawbe Mushkiki. Kathleen works 

mostly in primary care, with a multi-disciplinary team lead by Nurse Practitioners, where she is involved 

in the nutritional assessment and management of clientele, but also spreads her reach beyond the clinic 

doors into program planning, delivery and evaluation. 
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• Funded by the Ministry of Health and Long Term Care  
• One of 14 health promotion resource centres in Ontario 
• Operate under the Ontario Public Health Association since 1999   
 

Our Mission…..  
 
Strengthening health promotion professionals including dietitians, health 
promoters and other community partners involved in healthy eating and 
nutrition in Ontario.  
 

About the Nutrition Resource Centre  

 

 

 

http://www.opha.on.ca/
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NRC Food Literacy Activities 

 
 Capacity building & KTE – webinars, 

workshops, evidence based tools and 
resources, e-books 
 

 Stakeholder engagement – collaboration, 
networking, collective impact, indicators, 
evaluation… 

 
 Surveys of food skills programs – 

coordinated or facilitated by public health 
and others across Ontario (2013 & 2015)  
 

 Key Informants surveys – food skills 
programs for Aboriginal populations & 
newcomers to Ontario (May to August 
2016) 
 

 Consultation -   technical advice, strategies, 
resources, or referrals to enhance practice, 
projects, programs and policy across 
Ontario  
 
 



• LDCP Healthy Eating Team 
- Food literacy research 
project funded by Public 
Health Ontario 

• 15 health units in Ontario 
• Identifed 11 attributes of 

food literacy  
 
 

Food Skills is just one of 11 

attributes of food literacy 

Source:  Locally Driven Collaborative Project “Measuring Food Literacy in Public Health”, 2016 



Key Informant Interviews – Indigenous 
Food Skills Programs in Ontario 

 

 Eight interviews - key informants in various roles across Ontario 
 

• Aboriginal Family Support Worker  

• Teacher and Life Skill Instructor  

• Public Health Dietitian  

• Canadian Prenatal Nutrition Program Dietitian  

• Community Nutritionist – Nipissing First Nation  

• Dietitian - First Nations and Inuit Health Branch 

• Project Coordinator, Personal Support Worker & Food Service Worker Training 
Program  

• Community Action Program for Children  

 

 Thunder Bay, Brantford Six Nations, Nipissing, Mattawa and Anishinabek 



Key Informant Interviews – Indigenous 
Food Skills Programs in Ontario 

Target – Aboriginal populations including at risk mothers, adults, young parents, 
children, mature students 

 Partners - health units, friendship centres, regional food distribution centre, 
college, hospitals, schools 

 Types of programs   

• Cooking classes 

• Community kitchens 

• Grocery store tours 

• Nutrition and healthy eating 

• Food safety 

• Gardening and harvesting 

• Food service worker training  

 

 



Food Literacy Program Topics 

• Food security 

• Food sovereignty 

 

 

• Chronic disease e.g. 
cardiovascular disease, 
overweight, nutritional 
management of diabetes 

 
• Gestational diabetes 

 
• Prenatal nutrition 

• Basic food skills e.g. 
preparation/cooking, 
chopping/knife skills 

• Canning and preserving, 
food dehydration, 
smoking 

• Budgeting 
 

• Menu planning 
 

• Portion sizes 

• Healthy food selection, 
food groups, label reading 

• Health benefits of cooking 
for oneself 

 

Food 

Issues  

Health and 
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Food 
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Barriers identified with food skills 
programs  

 Barriers cited by facilitators:  
• budget, in particular, the cost of food especially in remote regions 

• transporting food to the site 

• staff changes that disrupt the planning and coordinating 

• size of kitchen (not enough stations)  

• lack of political support especially if there are competing priorities for funding (mental health 
sited as a major priority in Ontario)  

 

 Barriers cited by participants: 
• “We tried offering the program virtually through a webinar, however it was not successful as 

the program was designed to be “face to face.”  

• “Our cooking programs are usually full, but other topics like label reading for example are not 
as popular.” 

• The most common barriers noted were transportation to the site, child minding and time 

 

 



What we heard… how to enhance 
food skills programs 

Build trust with the audience. 
Make sure you know and 
understand their personal 
experience to inform the 
training. 

Include indigenous foods – 
especially for childrens’ 
programs - share learnings with 
parents   

Involve elders in the 
community to teach part of the 
program.  

Create space and time for 
storytelling and sharing. 

 

 Involve participants  
        in recipe selection  
 Use affordable, easy to 

access ingredients  
 Try at least one new  

food/ingredient  

 Do interactive & hands on 
cooking 

 Provide tasting and meals 
to take home 

 Use games, activities & 
gardening for kids  

 

More 
success 

 

Remove anticipated barriers:  
- provide transportation, child minding & incentives to participate 

 



Enhance food skills programs  
through partnerships… 

 Health units 

 Friendship & wellness centres 

 Host agencies e.g. Regional Food Distribution Centre 

 Colleges 

 Hospitals 

 Schools 

 Daycares 

 Good Food Box program 



Sharing stories from participants… 
 

I’ve seen individual take their 

own health in their hands, for 

example, lose a significant 

amount of weight and become 

a role model in their 

community.  

 

Every kid when they 

leave asks “when can I 

come back?” 

[The participants] tell me 

they make things at home. 

They loved the cauliflower 

steaks and made them at 

home! 

 

Some of our youth workers 

noticed a need in the community 

and developed a hot lunch 

program through the student 

nutrition program. Every week 

they serve a meal outside a high 

school for at risk teenagers. 

 

There was a family in the community 

whose daughter was struggling with 

Leukemia, one of the participants 

decided to take her lasagna over to this 

family. It’s amazing to see how these 

families develop bonds together. You 

can see it unfolding in the program but 

also spilling over into their lives 

outside of the program.  

 

One participant fell in love 

with nutrition and went on 

to become a Registered 

Dietitian 

Aboriginal food skills programs 

One facilitator mentioned  

that it was hard 

 to source 

 Aboriginal recipes  



15  NRC Projects and Services  
   

Did You Know? 

NRC Resources Available here: http://www.opha.on.ca/Nutrition-Resource-Centre/NRC-Resources.aspx 

http://www.opha.on.ca/Nutrition-Resource-Centre/NRC-Navigator/Resources/Student-Nutrition-Program-Nutrition-

Guidelines,-20.aspx 

 

 

 

@NutritionRC | www.nutritionrc.ca |416.367.3313 
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NRC Consultation Services 

 Team of Registered Dietitians and public health  professionals 

• Expertise in food, nutrition, healthy eating 

• Expertise in public health – evidence-based health promotion 
strategies, program planning, implementation, evaluation and 
policy 

Provide consultation and support services:   

• To health intermediaries, communities groups and organizations, 
public health units, government   

• Develop and deliver KTE products  (e.g., fact sheets, webinars, 
workshops)  

• Provide evidence-based recommendations and strategies to 
support community work, programs and policies 

• Offer group facilitation and consultation services  

Contact:  http://www.opha.on.ca/Nutrition-Resource-Centre/consultations.aspx 

• Lynn Roblin, MSc. RD, Policy Consultant – lroblin@opha.on.ca 

• Donna Smith RD, MPH – Policy & Program Coordinator – dsmith@opha.on.ca  
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