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Background: Health literacy outreach is commonplace within public and hospital libraries but less so in academic 
libraries, where it is often viewed as not integral. Academic health science libraries may collaborate with public libraries 
to provide public health information literacy programming or “train the trainer” sessions, but examples of academic 
health science librarians leading community health initiatives are still limited. 

Case Presentation: This case report discusses a collaborative project between Gonzaga’s Foley Center Library, the 
School of Nursing and Human Physiology, and a local elementary school to promote health literacy for students and their 
families, led by an Academic Health Sciences Librarian. The project scope included delivering nutrition education to 
elementary school students and their families, but pandemic closures limited plans for in-person programming. 
Conversations with stakeholders led to additional project opportunities, including tabling at the local block party, 
collaborating on a campus visit for 5th and 6th graders, supporting middle school cooking classes, and the creation of a 
toolkit for elementary and middle school teachers to support curriculum about healthy body image and potential 
disordered eating. 

Conclusion: This project demonstrates one example of how academic libraries can partner with other campus 
departments to support health literacy outreach in their local communities. The pandemic made planning for in-person 
programming tenuous, but by expanding meetings to include staff from other areas of the university, the project team 
was able to tap into additional outreach opportunities. This work fostered close relationships with the local elementary 
school, providing the groundwork for collaborative health programming in the future, though more thorough assessment 
is suggested for future projects. 

Keywords: Academic libraries; Community Engagement; Community Outreach; Health Information Literacy; Nutrition; 
children’s health 

 
BACKGROUND 

Healthy People 2030 defines personal health literacy as, 
“the degree to which individuals have the ability to find, 
understand, and use information and services to inform 
health-related decisions and actions for themselves and 
others” [1]. Libraries have been involved in health literacy 
collaborations for decades; much of this work has been 
supported by the National Library of Medicine, which has 
been a leader in providing funding for health literacy 
outreach programming [2]. In Duhon and Jameson’s 2013 
survey, only 28% of general academic libraries supporting 
four-year institutions participated in health information 
outreach, with 61% reporting little or no need for health 
information outreach; although budgetary and staffing 
limitations were listed as reasons for not participating in 
health outreach, some felt that health outreach was not a 
part of the institution or departmental mission [3]. 

In a 2016 literature review of library participation in health 
literacy programming, the vast majority of studies 
reviewed were conducted by public or hospital libraries; 
in cases where academic health science librarians were 
involved, programming was primarily done in 
collaboration with public library partners [4]. Health 
science librarians have advanced knowledge of finding 
and evaluating health resources and experience in 
developing curriculum, while public librarians are able to 
communicate effectively with diverse communities that 
have varying levels of information literacy, and combining 
these skillsets and resources provides the opportunity to 
serve a larger sector of the community [5]. Partnerships 
with public libraries allow academic health science 
librarians to utilize their expertise by providing health 
literacy programming to the general public; in particular, 
many workshops have been geared towards providing 
seniors with the basic health literacy resources [6–9]. 
Examples of innovative programs involving academic 
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health science librarians and public libraries include 
inviting medical school staff and students [10] or library 
science students [11] to deliver public health literacy 
programming.; in particular, many workshops have been 
geared towards providing seniors with the basic health 
literacy resources [6–9]. Examples of innovative programs 
involving academic health science librarians and public 
libraries include inviting medical school staff and students 
[10] or library science students [11] to deliver public health 
literacy programming. 

The involvement of academic libraries in community 
health literacy often takes the form of a “train the trainer” 
program, where health sciences librarians provide training 
to public librarians or community members who may 
interact with health questions [11–17]. Additionally, 
academic health science librarians can be involved in 
health literacy through the creation of online research 
guides and toolkits; this includes consumer health 
websites that support the local community [11,18,19], as 
well as health literacy resources for healthcare 
professionals [11]. This case study describes a grant 
funded project to enhance health literacy within a local 
community, managed by an academic health science 
librarian at a university not affiliated with a medical 
school or hospital.  

The primary goal of this project was to promote 
community health partnerships, with health promotion as 
the core function. The bulk of this work was conducted in 
the form of nutrition literacy sessions with elementary 
school students, and while learning outcomes were 
developed for each class, student learning was not 
measured. Outside of the classroom, success was 
measured through the ability to distribute nutrition 
education information to community members; the scope 
of this project focused on promotion of information, which 
could be seen through point of contact with the 
community and in particular, the handing out of print 
materials.  

A secondary outcome of this project was to further situate 
Gonzaga University as a source of support for health 
education projects. Gonzaga’s Center for Community 
Engagement has previously collaborated on many health 
and wellness programs within the local Northeast 
Spokane community, including hosting a health resources 
fair for residents at Gonzaga Family Haven (a housing 
project for previously unhoused Spokane residents) and 
funding a part-time mental health counselor at the local 
Elementary School. While health partnerships are not 
uncommon at Gonzaga, this program was the first to 
involve the Foley Library as educational partners and to 
provide classroom programming in collaboration with 
teachers at Logan Elementary. Additionally, this project 
specifically focused on classroom teaching, and helped 
further develop the University as an educational partner 
in health literacy programming. 

This project also allowed the author, a Health Sciences 
Librarian who was brand new to the institution, the 
opportunity to build relationships with administrators in 
the School of Nursing and Human Physiology, positioning 
them as a potential collaborator in future health literacy 
projects. As a white academic, the author was concerned 
about the power structures and privilege embedded in 
community health outreach initiatives, which could 
potentially impact relationships with external partners. To 
mitigate this, the author viewed their role not as an expert 
instructing the direction of the project, but as a facilitator, 
consulting Logan Elementary teachers about specific 
needs and gaps that could be addressed throughout the 
grant period. The author hopes that this case study can 
help other librarians navigate similar situations in their 
own institutions.  

CASE PRESENTATION 

Gonzaga University is a private Jesuit liberal arts 
institution; while the School of Nursing and Human 
Physiology (SNHP) provides undergraduate, graduate, 
and doctoral degrees, the University is not affiliated with 
a medical school or hospital and the Foley Library 
supports graduate and undergraduate programs across a 
variety of disciplines. Gonzaga University is a Jesuit 
institution with a strong commitment to social justice and 
community enrichment, but also resides on stolen land 
and was built on the broken promise of providing 
education for Native American students [20]. With this 
legacy in mind, it was important to build programming 
that did not situate the project team (white faculty and 
staff at an private academic institution) as intellectual 
heroes, but instead allowed for nuanced conversations in 
partnership with the elementary school educators who 
best understand the needs of their students. Rather than 
building completely new and innovative programming, 
the goal was to work alongside the teachers to supplement 
the health literacy work that was already taking place. 

Gonzaga University resides in the Logan neighborhood in 
Spokane, Washington, where 25% of residents live below 
the poverty level; food insecurity in children has increased 
alongside the COVID-19 pandemic, and access to healthy 
food continues to be a concern [21]. The Washington Food 
Security Survey found that during the pandemic, the 
number of households in the Logan neighborhood that 
use food assistance programs rose from 32% to 41%, with 
40% of respondents saying their diets had worsened 
during the pandemic [22]. Gonzaga supports multiple 
programs to address food insecurity in the Logan 
neighborhood, including partnerships with Spokane 
Public Schools, Second Harvest Food Bank, Sodexo food 
services and the University’s Campus Kitchen. In 
conversations between Elementary school administrators 
and Gonzaga’s Center for Community Engagement about 
how Gonzaga can help support students, it was 
recognized that in addition to access to healthy food, there 
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was also a need for education around nutrition literacy, 
and administrators requested that the University provide 
support for health literacy education with students and 
their families.  

Description of the Project 

In response to this request for health literacy support by 
school administrators, leadership in the SNHP and the 
Foley Center Library collaborated on applying for 
American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) grant funding through 
the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) to 
support this work. Over a six month period, this grant 
provided $9,960 in funding, which was used to purchase 
materials to support in-person educational programming, 
print materials used for outreach, pre-packaged healthy 
food for distribution at community events, and the hiring 
of a graduate research assistant. The author of this case 
study, a Health Sciences Librarian at Gonzaga’s Foley 
Library, was not involved in the writing of the grant 
application, as they were not employed by the institution 
during these early planning stages. Instead, they inherited 
management of the program upon their arrival at 
Gonzaga in late 2021.  

This collaborative project focused on increasing the ability 
of students and families to understand health information, 
potentially leading to more informed health decision 
making. Health literacy is a broad topic, but the group 
chose to initiate this work through basic nutrition 
education. While students were the primary target 
audience for health literacy programming, school officials 
noted that health literacy education should extend to 
student families as well, as children generally do not have 
control over meal planning or health decisions.  

The project team, which consisted of the author, the 
Assistant Dean for the SNHP, and the SNHP Program 
Manager, met bi-monthly with members of Gonzaga’s 
Center for Community Engagement (CCE) and Logan 
Elementary School administrators and teachers. 
Approximately 6-10 people were in attendance at these 
regular meetings, where the author (as the project lead) 
provided updates and sought out feedback from 
community partners. The CCE has partnered with Logan 
Elementary on a number of other programs, and these 
regular check-in meetings provided the opportunity for 
program leads to share updates, get feedback, and 
coordinate schedules. Through these conversations, two 
primary venues were identified by our community 
partners for conducting this work: Educational 
programing with children at Logan Elementary and 
community outreach at the Logan Family Dinners.  

Elementary School Programming 

The first major component of the grant was to provide 
nutritional literacy programming to students at the local 
elementary school, to be developed and delivered by the 

author. In 2021 The author and the project team began 
meeting regularly with administrators and the physical 
education and health teacher from Logan Elementary to 
discuss the development of this program.   

Numeracy literacy was initially listed as a program 
objective, specifically in teaching students how to read 
and understand nutrition labels. Upon joining the team 
and reading the project description, the author was deeply 
uncomfortable with introducing concepts that could easily 
slide into supporting disordered eating behaviors [23] or 
unintentionally shaming children around food choices (of 
which they generally had no control over). Through 
conversations with school administrators, the author had 
numeracy literacy removed as an objective and the group 
decided to focus specifically on nutrition literacy. 
Following suggestions for promoting healthy food, the 
team centered programming on the joys and positive 
benefits of foods rather than applying moral judgment to 
foods [24]. 

The author created a tiered curriculum for K-6 students, 
much of it modified from the USDA’s MyPlate curriculum 
[25]. Lesson plans from MyPlate curriculum were 
modified to meet the needs of each grade level, and 
student understanding was assessed by reviewing 
completed assignments. Health Education Curriculum 
Analysis Tool (HECAT) was used to help identify learning 
outcomes for each grade level [27]; Table 1 describes each 
learning outcome and the associated lesson plan for each 
level. 

Health literacy programming for K-4 classes took place at 
Logan Elementary.  The project team planned to host the 
5th and 6th grades in Gonzaga’s Foley Library for the 
health literacy programming. When the team learned   
that the CCE staff was also planning on hosting the 5th 
and 6th grades on campus in a similar time frame, the two 
teams collaborated in planning the campus visit.   

While pandemic infections did affect student attendance 
at the start of the winter term, as the year progressed, rates 
of attendance began to return to near-normal levels, and 
in-person programming was delivered to approximately 
260 elementary school students. The team collected basic 
data on the student health literacy sessions by reviewing 
student work and collecting feedback from elementary 
school teachers who participated in the program. Some 
general indicators of the positive impact of the program 
were found in this data. For example, almost all the first 
and second grade students were able to correctly identify 
the food groups for their favorite foods. Another example 
was that all grade 3 and 4 students successfully completed 
the assignment that included creating a recipe fit for an 
athlete, making a poster advertising their product, and 
explaining how the vitamins or minerals found in each 
ingredient could contribute to increasing athletic 
performance.  
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Table 1 Summary of K-6 Learning Outcomes and Activities 

 

GRADE LEVEL LEARNING 
OUTCOMES 

ACTIVITIES 

Kindergarten Explain the 
importance of trying 
new foods 
Identify some 
nutritional benefits 
of eating fruits  

Storytime: I Will 
Never Not Ever 
Eat a Tomato. 
Students walk to 
different stations 
to try fruits (each 
of a different 
color) and learn 
one nutritional 
fact about what 
that fruit does for 
their body (i.e., 
helps with vision, 
provides energy, 
etc.). 

1st - 2nd Explain the 
importance of 
choosing nutrient-
dense foods and 
beverages that help 
people feel good. 
Explain the 
importance of eating 
different foods from 
all the food groups 
Demonstrate ability 
to place foods in one 
of the five food 
groups 

Dance and sing 
along to “Alive 
with Five!” song. 
Students 
complete a 
worksheet 
describing their 
favorite food, 
what other food 
they might eat it 
with, and what 
food group it is 
in. Students then 
draw a picture of 
their food choice. 

3rd - 4th Describe the benefits 
of eating plenty of 
fruits and 
vegetables. 
Describe how to 
make or choose 
good-tasting, 
nutrient dense 
snacks. 

Provide a short 
presentation 
about how 
vitamins and 
minerals affect 
their body. 
In small groups, 
students create a 
recipe for a snack 
fit for an athlete; 
write out the 
recipe, describe 
why they chose it 
and what it can 
do for their 
bodies. Groups 
then create a 
poster 
advertising their 
product and 
share it with the 
class. 

 

Table 2  Summary of All Program Activities 

 

ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION  REACH / 
NUMBER OF 
PARTICIPANTS 

K-6 
programming 

Delivered educational 
programming to K-4 students 
at Logan Elementary; 
programming for 5-6 grade 
students delivered at Foley 
Library 

260 

Tabling at the 
Logan Block 
Party 

Provided to-go bag with: 
Healthy snack (a smoothie) 
Recipe cards 
Body positivity stickers 
Handout detailing healthy 
food options in the Logan 
neighborhood 

252 

Educational 
placemats 
and handouts 
for the Logan 
Family 
Dinners 

Provided handouts for both 
to-go and in-person dining 
(marketed towards adults): 
Health Literacy: What It Is and 
Why It’s Important 
Eating Disorders and Disordered 
Eating in Adolescents 
Nutritional Guidelines: Vitamins 
Intuitive Eating 
Healthy Body, Healthy Mind 
Provided placemats for in 
person dining (marketed 
towards youth)  

500 handouts and 
100 placemats 

Partner in 
supporting 
nutritious 
cooking 
classes for 
middle 
school 
students 

Purchased cooking kits 
(mixing bowls, utensils, etc.) 
for students to take home 

40 

Build a 
toolkit for 
teachers 

Toolkit built for elementary 
and middle school teachers on 
the topics of mental health, 
bullying, and body image. 
Included resources such as 
lesson planning and 
workshop curriculum. 

From 8/22 - 12/22:  
24 visits to the 
homepage; 293 
visits to the Body 
Image resources 
page 
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Halfway through the six-month grant period, the school 
principal asked for assistance in creating an intervention 
for 5th and 6th grade students to combat potential 
disordered eating; as no one on our team was qualified to 
teach this topic, we were unable to provide an 
intervention. However, the team was able to incorporate a 
facilitated discussion about body image and student 
attitudes about food to learn more about student feelings. 
Through these conversations, a small group of students 
was identified as having negative feelings about food, 
directly stating that they do not eat lunch, though this was 
not the majority of students in the cohort. The team also 
found that a group of students cooked for themselves, 
including doing most cooking for themselves, but because 
they didn’t know how to cook, they ended up mostly 
eating “unhealthy foods.”  

The author also built a toolkit to support local teachers 
looking to introduce workshops or lesson planning 
around addressing disordered eating. Built on the 
LibGuides platform, this toolkit was shared with 
administrators at Logan Elementary, as well as Shaw and 
Yasuhara Middle Schools, and received nearly 300 visits in 
the first four months of being published. 

Community Outreach 

The second major component of this grant project was 
community outreach through a preexisting program 
supported by Gonzaga, the Logan Family Dinners. The 
program provides free weekly dinners at Logan 
Elementary and acts as a community gathering space that 
has historically been well-attended. Partnering with an 
established program allowed for a connection between 
health literacy education and the specific meals being 
offered. When COVID-19 infection rates began to spike in 
January of 2022, the Logan Family Dinners canceled all 
plans for in-person dining and instead provided to-go 
dinners. The project team was disappointed that they 
would be unable to connect with people in-person.  
However, the event organizers noted that people who 
attended the dinners were very receptive to print 
materials in the past and suggested that handouts be 
created to be distributed with to-go dinners. The project 
graduate research assistant, who was pursuing a degree in 
Clinical Mental Health Counseling, created five separate 
handouts geared towards parents on topics such as 
intuitive eating, nutritional guidelines, and disordered 
eating in adolescents, while the author designed 
placemats for students that included information about 
nutrition and healthy bodies (see Table 2).  

To seek out other ways of connecting with the public, the 
project team scheduled multiple meetings with staff in the 
CCE. Through these conversations, the team was invited 
to have a table at the Logan Block Party, an annual event 
hosted by Gonzaga University, to be held in the spring of 
2022. Though they were unable to give in-person 
presentations at the Logan Family Dinners, the project 

team was able to meet with members of the community 
through this new opportunity. Outreach funding from the 
grant allowed the team to build to-go bags that included 
ready-to-drink smoothies and printed materials, such as 
smoothie recipe cards and information about healthy food 
options in the Logan neighborhood; 252 bags were 
distributed at this event (see Table 2). 

Additional Opportunities: Making Connections 

As they approached the end of the grant period, the 
project team met with administrators at Logan Elementary 
and the two local middle schools to discuss other ways 
grant funds could be utilized to support existing student 
health literacy efforts. In this meeting, the team learned 
that Gonzaga's Campus Kitchen was planning on 
providing nutrition literacy and cooking classes for 40 
students during the Shaw Middle School summer 
programming; as this aligned with the project goals, the 
team partnered with Campus Kitchen to provide financial 
support for this program. 

DISCUSSION 

As its primary goal, this project sought to promote health 
through two educational avenues: school programming at 
the local elementary school, and the distribution of health 
literacy materials to adult community members. The 
project team was successful in meeting this goal, 
delivering nutrition literacy education by providing 
educational sessions to approximately 260 students and 
distributing over 750 handouts to adults attending the 
Logan Block Party and the Logan Family Dinners. For the 
original grant writers (who came from a public health 
communication background), the focus of this grant was 
not necessarily about providing a measurable intervention 
for a problem, but about general public health 
communication and fostering community relationships. In 
this secondary goal the project was successful, as it further 
situated Gonzaga University as a potential partner for 
future community-based health projects, evidenced by the 
fact that the university has been asked to participate in 
another similar project.,  

A major strength of this project implementation was the 
constant communication not only with external 
organizations, but also within the team’s own institution. 
This project initially detailed only two avenues for 
providing health literacy education, but through 
conversations with both internal and external 
stakeholders, the project team was able to identify 
additional ways of reaching the community, such as 
tabling at the local Block Party. The author met with 
elementary and middle school administrators to discuss 
other ways the team could assist with health literacy 
initiatives, which led to partnering with the Campus 
Kitchen at Gonzaga on healthy cooking classes for middle 
school students.  
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However, the methods for how this project was 
accomplished are potentially problematic, as it was built 
on the assumption that this intervention was necessary. 
The aims and outcomes of this project were determined by 
educators and administrators from Gonzaga and the local 
elementary school, but the voices of community members 
were not consulted. The issue of low health literacy in 
students was not fully defined, nor was it evident that 
providing nutrition education to students and families 
would address a specific deficiency. While the 
Washington State Food Security Survey found that people 
in Spokane self-reported a decrease in healthy eating 
during the pandemic [22], there was no evidence that this 
was caused by low levels of health literacy, or that 
nutrition literacy would help remedy this problem. The 
survey also noted that during the pandemic, respondents 
reported seeing an increase in food prices and in using 
food assistance programs, suggesting that food insecurity 
was a key factor in the consumption of unhealthy foods 
[22]. Nutrition literacy was identified as an issue, but 
additional research is necessary to ascertain whether there 
is a true correlation between health literacy and healthy 
eating in this community.  

Without consulting the community, the project team did 
not have the opportunity to take into consideration 
common reasons behind the food choices that people 
make. Food choices may be highly influenced by cultural 
norms, including social identity, ethnicity, religion, gender 
identity, and ethics [28]. Access to healthy food may hinge 
on a number of factors, including the financial privilege of 
purchasing more expensive healthy foods and having the 
time and physical ability to prepare meals. Additionally, 
access to healthier food options can be challenging for 
those who live in a “food swamp,” where there is an 
abundance of fast-food chains and convenience stores, but 
little access to affordable healthy food. These factors could 
have been identified by using community-based 
participatory research (CBPR), which engages residents in 
the process of identifying and planning community health 
interventions [32]; long-term processes such as CBPR can 
help to ensure that community health programs are 
conducted in full partnership with the community. 

CBPR could have also helped mitigate the potential for 
educational elitism or saviorism. Colleges and universities 
have immense power within their local communities. 
Lopez and Romero outline two major issues with 
academics’ civic engagement work: this work frames the 
community as having a deficiency, and it perpetuates 
savior mentalities amongst members of the academic 
institution, situating academic elites as intellectually 
superior [29]. The author was concerned about the 
possibility of perpetuating unexamined power and 
privilege in this project, and while methods for addressing 
community health literacy through an actively anti-racist 
framework are beginning to be discussed [30,31], 
scholarship in this area is still lacking.  

The project also suffered from poor assessment planning 
and a lack of continuity from the initial grant writing to 
project implementation. As management of the project 
changed hands first from the School of Nursing & Human 
Physiology, then to Foley Library administrators, and 
finally to the author, a newly hired Health Sciences 
Librarian, vital information was lost in translation. The 
author had extensive project management experience as a 
former small library director, and while their leadership 
experience aided in navigating a project with a moving 
target, it did not change the fact they were new to the 
institution and did not yet fully understand the needs of 
the community or how the project originated.  

Opportunities for Academic Health Science Librarians 

Despite the challenges of this case study, this project and 
the existing literature highlight various opportunities for 
academic libraries to be involved in health literacy 
outreach in their local communities. Pandemic-era projects 
have demonstrated innovative ways that academic health 
science librarians are promoting health literacy, such as 
planning and coordinating a healthcare conference for a 
large, multi-state health sciences university [33], or 
collaborating with medical school staff and students to 
provide public library health programming [10].  

With these new opportunities, it is important that health 
science librarians approach this work with care and 
examine their roles in community health projects. While a 
primary goal in the field of public health is to improve 
health outcomes, public health initiatives have the 
potential to be incredibly harmful, especially for 
marginalized groups [34,35]. Viewing this historical 
context in combination with the power structures inherent 
in public health initiatives where an institution is situated 
as the experts within a community, there are many 
opportunities for missteps in community health 
programming. While risk and failure are commonplace 
and even expected, asking questions about potential harm 
to a community is vital for anyone conducting this work. 
A long-term, collaborative assessment process, such as the 
CBPR work done by Foell et al. [32, may be helpful in 
providing a collective framework for identifying ways to 
address community health needs. This process is time 
consuming, but successful health partnerships require 
time to build relationships, establish trust, and create 
programming that is long-lasting and sustainable. 

For health science librarians, it is also important to 
identify library-specific skills and limitations and ask what 
the role of a library professional should look like in this 
context. For this particular project, the author had project 
management experience but did not have a public health 
background, a specialized knowledge of nutrition, or 
experience creating curriculum and teaching primary 
school children. Building a toolkit for educators was an 
excellent use of a health science librarian’s specialized 
skillset, but other areas of this project could have been 
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much better managed by individuals with experience and 
skills in those particular areas. The specialized knowledge 
of health science librarians in educating people about 
accessing information and assessing the reliability of 
online information is incredibly valuable in public health 
education, so finding opportunities to share those skills 
will better serve the communities we are working in. 
Health science librarians with project management skills 
also have the opportunity to help lead community health 
projects, but librarian project managers also need to 
ensure that they are not taking on work that would be 
better suited to another. This may mean being honest 
about limitations and seeking out expertise outside of 
their immediate circles. As new opportunities continue to 
arise with new funding opportunities, health science 
librarians can leverage their unique resources and 
knowledge to help build sustainable and mutually 
beneficial partnerships in the community.  
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