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Introduction 
 
1. Purpose: 
 

 The purpose of our project is to further Gordon Neighbourhood House’s (GNH) Food 
Hub mandate of providing empowered and dignified access to food to low income and 
socioeconomically vulnerable residents in Vancouver’s West End. We seek to address food 
literacy issues in an inclusive, culturally appropriate manner by creating a platform in the form of 
a collection of recipes and food related stories to encourage community dialogue and promote 
engagement around food security and food literacy.  
 
2. Background + Context:  
 

Affordability is an ongoing problem in Vancouver, particularly in the West End. The mean 
rent in the West End is CAD $106 higher than the city’s average, while the median household 
income is lower in the West End (CAD $38,581) than the city’s median income (CAD $47,299). 
32.8% of the population in the West End is situated in low-income housing as compared to the 
city’s average of 26.6% (City of Vancouver, 2012). We gather that the lack of affordable housing 
and the high percentage of low income households combine to create increased vulnerability to 
food insecurity in the West End population.      

GNH is located in the heart of the West End and provides a similar function as a 
community center. GNH aims to foster dynamic relationships with patrons, focusing on the 
engagement of community members by offering an array of free or inexpensive programs that 
aim to meet “the needs and dreams of the community” (Gordon Neighbourhood House, 2017). 
Many activities are food-related, and affordable meals are often served to encourage 
attendance. The sharing of food makes space for intercultural dialogue and community 
strengthening.  

The GNH Food Hub is a revised iteration of the conventional food bank model that 
attempts to address shortcomings by creating food access through “grocery store-style” food 
distribution, allowing patrons to choose their preferred food-items offered by the food agency. 
The Food Hub also offers a free lunch program that acts as a multifunctional space for both food 
provisioning and socializing. These initiatives instill a sense of dignity and empowerment in food 
bank services.  
 
3. Significance:  
 

Community food security is defined by the ability of a community food system to 
equitably access nutritionally and culturally relevant foods (Anderson & Cook, 1999). While 
access to food is addressed by the conventional Food Bank, this model is lacking in its ability to 
create meaningful connections to food through food literacy programming (Ronson & Caraher, 
2015).  

Cullen et al. (2015) defines food literacy as a “positive relationship built through social, 
cultural, and environmental experiences with food, enabling people to make decisions that 
support health”. The Expert and Young People’s Studies (Vidgen and Gallegos, 2014) identify 



developing food skills as an essential component of food literacy, under which food planning, 
selecting, preparing, and eating belong. The GNH Food Hub model is successful in building 
positive relationships with food for its patrons. The Food Hub could further their programs to 
promote food literacy by encouraging food skill development, which would further inspire 
participants to become knowledgeable and inspired by the food they consume.  

Our project focuses on enhancing food skills, as food skill enhancement is one of the 
missing pieces needed to strengthen food literacy in the West End community. A necessary 
step in the maintenance of food security is the safeguarding of food literacy and the promotion 
of community food skills.  
 
4. Project Objectives + Inquiry Questions:  
 

As our project model is centred around asset-based community development, our 
specific objectives are to identify food skill strengths within the community and to harness the 
strengths of the community in order to spread food skills among patrons in an inclusive, 
dignified, and respectful manner. In order to address the above objectives, we chose to look at 
the following inquiries:  
 

1) What are the strengths of the current Food Hub program that can be utilized further to 
promote the GNH mandate of providing welcoming and dignified access to food?  

2) How can we use these strengths in the community to specifically enhance food skills (as 
a measure to promote food literacy), using the physical and social space of GNH to do 
so in a way that aligns with its social dynamics?  

 
Methods  
 

To meet and inform our objectives, we had a series of meetings and conversations with 
staff at the Gordon Neighbourhood House. Through these meetings we found that, contrary to 
the presentation of this project on the LFS 350 website, GNH was not interested in our group 
facilitating workshops for Food Hub patrons. This is because of a lack of a centralized space for 
workshops and a worry that Food Hub patrons would not find them to be a useful point of 
engagement. After spending time at the Food Hub, we agreed that it was not an appropriate 
format for encouraging food literacy in this community and did not engage the assets of the 
community. As a response to this change in plans, our group decided to volunteer at the Food 
Hub as a way to assess the community’s existing strengths and to see how food literacy 
programming could fit into the Food Hub.  

 Because our time at Gordon Neighbourhood house was so restricted, we felt that it 
would be inappropriate to interview and survey an already vulnerable and over studied 
population, so these volunteer sessions functioned as a point of qualitative data collection. In 
place of formal interviews, we focused on increasing our understanding of the community 
through conversation and observation while we assisted in the weekly operations of the Food 
Hub. Through this, we were able to interact with volunteers and patrons and gain insights into 
the inner workings of the Food Hub without essentializing the experiences of the patrons 
through quantitative data collection.  



 
 

Results 
 

We found that there exists a deficit in food literacy programs at the Gordon 
Neighbourhood House. The enthusiasm we received when discussing our cookbook with the 
staff at the Gordon Neighbourhood House made us realize that a need exists for not only a 
platform upon which to share food-related information, but to connect the different programs that 
the Gordon Neighbourhood House facilitates. Upon further inquiry into this knowledge gap, we 
found that there exists tremendous initiative and knowledge in the various parts of the GNH 
community. For example, the members of the Rainbow Soup Social possess extensive 
knowledge on how to improvise with limited ingredients to make delicious, healthy soups. This is 
an asset to the Food Hub community and relevant to its demographic’s needs. However, the 
men who cook the soup never interact with those who consume it, creating a barrier to transfer 
of knowledge between groups within the GNH.  

Discussion 

 We have approached food security at the Food Hub through a food justice lens. We do 
this through the recognition that equitable access to food is a limiting factor; however, it is not 
the sole limiting factor to food security for low income urban individuals. The Gordon 
Neighbourhood House is already making strides in the realm of providing food access to the 
food insecure residents of the West End. The Food Hub attempts to increase points of 
engagement with food amongst vulnerable, and low income individuals. Yet, we found a gap in 
their programs in the lack of lateral food knowledge transmission. Food literacy can be defined 
as “...a confluence between 2 spheres, [Community Food Security] and food skills, with each 
sphere being linked to the other in complex ways, while interacting to increase the overall health 
and well-being of individuals. The individual inputs include knowledge, skills, access, values, 
and beliefs, which interact with community factors including policies, programs, availability, and 
culture. This leads to a comprehensive understanding of food systems and food within culture 
and society, all culminating in how food choices impact health and wellbeing” (Cullen et al., 
2015). The Gordon Neighbourhood House provides food access, promotes community food 
security and is working toward food justice. Though they have programs of food literacy in 
place, they currently do not have a platform on which lateral food education can occur between 
community members. A food literacy program in which participants are able to share what they 
know as well as learn from each other allows for cultural differences to be included and learned 
from. This brings us to the anticipated role of our deliverable. We hope that the community 
recipe book will allow for greater interactions with food literacy and food skills, as provided by 
members of their extended community.  
 Some of the limitations to our methods are a result of a lack of time spent interacting 
with GNH volunteers, employees and patrons. Through this, we would have increased certainty 
that this deliverable would be able to achieve the projected success of the project. 

 



Conclusion 

Our project has shown that though intersecting, approaching issues of food justice, food 
security, and food literacy simultaneously is extremely difficult. Community work is complicated 
and achieving concrete goals does not always occur as planned. We experienced some 
difficulties coordinating our project with a group of extremely busy community workers, and thus 
chose to create a catalyzer for food literacy conversations that the GNH can take forward 
without adding to anyone’s workload. We hope that by creating a compilation of recipes and 
stories, we are furthering food literacy in the West End in an easily-consumable, inclusive, and 
culturally appropriate way. It is our wish that this book sparks intercultural dialogue and 
connection, using food as a unifier. Our hope is for this book to create a space for the 
continuation of knowledge transfer, allowing for stories and recipes to be added. As time did not 
allow us to gain an understanding of how our cookbook will be received, questions remain 
around its effectiveness. The next step would be to assess the effectiveness of our book and 
make appropriate modifications, as well as to facilitate recipe exchange workshops and to host 
community cooking demonstrations in a way that is accessible and consumable by the 
community.    
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Critical Reflections  
 
Student 1:  
I found the CBEL project both interesting and frustrating. The premise behind the project is 
wonderful and potentially, these projects could be very rewarding. However, because we had 
limited time to work on our projects and our community partner was not on the same page as 
we were, it was difficult to make progress. The idea of the project initially was to work with our 
community partner to create workshops that would complement the Food Hub and pre-existing 
workshop. However, after volunteering, we realized that there was not space nor interest for us 
to facilitate workshops. We spent many weeks searching a useful project idea. Though I think 
the idea behind our project addresses an extremely important issue, I am a little uncertain on 
how it will be received and if it will be useful in the future. I think the time spent in tutorials could 
have been better used as flexible-learning time spent in the community. With this time we would 
have been better able to coordinate meetings with the busy staff at the GNH as well as have 
more time to spend interacting with the GNH patrons. Issues aside, this was one of the best 
experiences with group projects I’ve had. I think that everyone in our group had interesting skills 
and perspectives to bring to the table. We communicated well and discussed our ideas openly.  
I think the blogs were an important way to mark our progress and to think about the next steps 
of our project.  
 
Student 2:  
 
The CBEL project was an valuable experience for me as a learner. I find that any experience 
that takes me out of the classroom and into the community to be incredibly eye-opening and 
paradigm shifting. These experience allow me to learn from individuals that are normally not 
valued in our society as teachers, revealing lessons that I would not have learned in an 
academic setting. Experiential learning exposes me to community dynamics and worldviews 
through osmosis rather than through rigorous studies, paperwork and lectures. Although this 
type of learning is slow and messy, it is often profound in it’s outcome. This messiness and 
chaos is necessary for the progression of life, and if we are to avoid this in academia, we lose 
out on huge opportunities for growth. This is why the CBEL project has been valuable to me. 
Timelines become skewed; emails drop off the face of the planet; and people get sick. Despite 
all this, the world keeps spinning and we must figure out how to continue onward, while 
remembering the compassion and care we must give to those that we share our time with; if 
even for a semester. Group work can often be a struggle in university, but I found this group of 
individuals to be incredibly respectful and compassionate towards one another, allowing the 
hiccups throughout our project to remain as such; just hiccups!  
  
Student 3:  
 
The CBEL project was overall a positive experience despite the the continuous challenges that 
we faced. The combination of group work, flexible learning, and supporting lectures yielded the 
right balance of structure and flexibility that is necessary in doing successful group project with a 
community partner, because it accounted for the inherent uncertainties and unexpected delays 



in the project. By not enforcing a standardized timeline, we had the possible to extend certain 
parts of our progress to accommodate for challenges and dead ends. For example, it took us 
most of the semester to identify a strength of the community that can be effectively harnessed to 
enhance food skills in an inclusive and respectful manner, and it was not until we spoke to 
Chantille (GNH Manager) that uncovered the unexplored source of food skills that resided at the 
Rainbow Soup Social. Furthermore, the flexible learning model fits well because the availability 
of our community partner changes and it allows us to tailor our availability to maximize time use 
efficiency.  
 
The most eye-opening and thought-provoking parts of the project were our qualitative 
observations from volunteering at GNH. We had initially speculated that most of our gain in 
understanding and knowledge surrounding food literacy issues would come from interviews and 
direct, targeted research. However, we found that it wasn’t true at all and we gained tremendous 
insight into the complexity of community food system issues by placing ourselves in the 
community and interacting with its members without actively seeking information. In hindsight, 
the first step in doing a community based project should be to develop a fundamental grasp on 
the dynamics and interactions that govern the community, from which deeper enquiries develop.  
 
 
Student 4:  
 
Prior to the start of this term, I was warned by past LFS 350 students about the uncertainty of 
the CBEL projects - they were definitely right about this. Heading into this CBEL project with the 
project objectives clearly defined on the LFS website, I was optimistic about how we could 
contribute to GNH because each of us brought different skills and experiences to the table. 
Volunteering at GNH opened my eyes to the issues of food insecurity, food literacy, and 
community food security and these topics are definitely issues that I want to look into in the 
future. However, uncertainty and confusion arose after we met with Chantille (Director of 
Community Food Initiatives), who told us that she did not want us to host workshops, which was 
essentially the premise of the objectives stated on the website, and why many of us chose this 
project. With our plans down the drain, we had to brainstorm a way to utilize the strengths of 
GNH and create a long-lasting tool that could benefit the patrons. With the little amount of time 
left to work on this project, we were able to develop a recipe book for patrons; however, there 
was not enough time left in the term to assess the feedback from Chantille and the patrons. I 
think that more time could be allotted to work on our project instead of attending the tutorials. I 
enjoyed the blog-writing process to update students and members of the community on our 
project progress. Nonetheless, I am very satisfied with our end results and could not have asked 
for a better group to work with! 
 
Student 5:  

I came into this course thinking it’ll be like any other, but I was so wrong…in a good way! 
Although my group faced a lot of uncertainties during the course of our project because of 
different expectations between us and our community partner, I believe we all came out 
stronger and more experienced with understanding uncertainties and conflicts. I really 



appreciated all my group members and their contribution to our project. Everyone was easy 
going yet responsible and focused on what they had to put forwards for our project. Although 
this CBEL project was aimed at exposing us to food related issues within our communities, I 
thought it brought me far more insight into understanding real world issues and our society in 
general. A lot of the course materials not only address food related issues but also team work, 
community development and the attributes a successful person should carry with them. Not only 
has the contents and experiences from this course opened my mind to the principles of societal 
contribution, it has also helped me with my work interviews. I am really happy with what I gained 
from this course, from my group members and from my experiences with Gordon 
Neighbourhood House. 
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