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Learning to Serve: The Language€ and
Literacy of Food Service Workers

Bitterwaitress.com is one of the newest among a@ﬁ?&@““mhﬁf of
worker-produced websites associated with the service industry.' The menu on
the first page of this website offers links to gossip about celebrity behavior in
restaurants, gossip about chefs and restaurant owners, accounts from famous
people who were once waitresses,” and customer-related horror stories. There
is also a forum that includes a “hate mail” page that posts email criticisms of the
website itself, as well as general criticisms of waitressing, but the criticisms are
followed by rebuttals usually from past or present waitresses. Predictably, most
of the criticisms either implicitly or explicitly portray waitresses as ignorant and
stupid. One email respondent didn't like what he read on the customer horror
story page and sent in this response:

e e ek g e s

If you find your job [as a waitress] so despicable, then go getan education and
get a REAL job. You are whining about something that you can fix. Stop
being such a weakling, go out and learn something, anything, and go make a
real contribution to society. .. . Wait, let me guess: you do not have any mar-
ketable skills or useful knowledge, so you do what any bumbling fool can do,
wait on tables. This is your own fault.

This response inspired a number of rebuttals of which the following two
best summarize the overall sentiment expressed in response to the rant above.
The first is from the webmaster of bitterwaitress.com:

Is it possible that I have an education, maybe I went to, oh say, Duke, and 1
just waitressed for some free time? Or that there are very many people in the
industry who do this so that they CAN get an education? Not all of us were
born with a trust fund.—There is, I might add, considerably more or less to
a job than a “clear cut” salary. If you ... . live in NewYork, .. .you’ll know that
empty stores and un-crowded subways are half the reason to work at night.
By the way, what are the three Leovilles? What are the two kinds of tripe?
Who was Cesar Ritz’ partner? What is the JavaScript for a rollover? I guess |
would have to ask a bumbling fool those questions. So, tell me then.

The second is from a mother of four:

I might not have a college education, but I would love to see those so called
intelligent people get a big tip out of a bad meal, or from a person who is
rude and cocky just because that’s the way they are — that takes talent and it
not a talent you can learn at any university. So, think about it before you 52,
“poor girl—to dumb to get a real job...”
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aver, that thtff— 15 FUmPiex“‘Y and skill that may go unrecegnizen:bygtﬁi general
ublic or institutions such as universities, Indeed institutions particularly gﬂl:

L,rmn;:.ﬂ[ and f.iﬂl‘pIDl_'EltC Eﬂtl'.jits in the United States, like the Bureau of Labor
Seatistics Of fh_'f National Sig]ls Lflbﬂil' Board, define waiting on tables as a low
skilled protession. By defining this kind of work as low skilled, there is a con-
comitant nnphcl;lfmn that the more than one-third of America’s workforce who
doicare low skilled. Quest s 4
_ Service ?E‘ﬂfit_m“s therwise known as “in-person” services (Reich, :
1992) or “interactive services” (Leidner, 1993; MacDonald and Sirianni,
1996), include any kind of work which fundamentally involves face-to-face or
voice-to-voice interactions and conscious manipulation of self-presentation. As
distinguished from white~collar service work, this category of “emotional pro-
letariat” (MacDonald and Sirianni, 1996) is comprised primarily of retail sales
workers, hotel workers, cashiers, house cleaners, flight attendants, taxi drivers,
package delivery drivers, and waiters, among others. According to the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics (1996), one-fifth of the jobs in eating, drinking,
and grocery store establishments are held by youth workers between the ages of
16 and 24. While this kind of work is traditionally assumed to be primarily a
stop-gap for young workers who will later move up and on to other careers, it
akso involves youths who will later end up in both middle- and working-class
careers, It should not be forgotten that more than two thirds of the workers
involved in food service are mature adults—many or most who began their
careers in the same or similar industries. Interactive service work is a significant
part of the economy in the U.S. today, and the Bureau of Labor Statistics pre-
dicts that jobs will be “abundant” in this category through 2006. ‘
Economists such as Peter Drucker (1993) suggest that interactive service
workers lack the necessary education to be “knowledge™ workers. These econ-
omists support general conceptions that service w.mrtk is “mindless, :qvolvmg
Toutine and repetitive tasks that require little education. This orientation fur-
q’“ suggests that these supposedly low skilled “_"C?r_km lack the Pmbiﬂll'ﬂ ld;ﬂ*
fying, problem solving, and other high level ahﬂltlf-"i needed to W‘_:’fk mn El: er
Occupations, However, relatively little specific attention and :H]Q]':.FSFIS have been
Biven to the literacy skills and language abilities needed to do this work. My
fesearch investigates these issues with 2 focus on waiters and waitresses who
Work in diners. Diner restaurants are somewhat distinct from fa;t food or fine-
"Ning restaurants, and they also epitomize many of the assumpnonslhil:; ab;uﬂ:
ow skilled workplaces that. require interactive services. The Natio . Sk
Board, for instance, has determined that 2 nmth-gr.ade le‘:e] u:;l ::n h;m
e Written language use 15 nce!:lcd to be a waiter ;::ﬁ‘:;‘;?ﬂ_i-m :c‘ﬁom il
* spoken, read, or written in 2 FEpaLiAne LY taking a customer’s
used in 2 classroom. A seemingly simple event such as taking

Is) are ignorant and stupid and that
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Eﬂ:i :l;iu.r.mn h-nlau:mm: significantly more complex, for example, when a cy;.
il 1]5 4 special request. How the waitress or waiter undnnl::mds and uses
g ch as the menu and how she or he “reads” and verbally interacts wigh
customer reflect carefully constructed uses of language and literacy. sy |
This chapter explores these constructed ways of “reading” texts {and cus- :
tomers) along with the verbal,“performances” and other manipulations of self.
presentation that characterize interactive service work. In line with MacDonalg
and Sirianni (1996), 1 hope this work will contribute to the development of
understandings and policies that build more respect and recognition for service
“work to help ensure it does not become equated with servitude.
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LITERACY AND CONTEMPORARY THEORY

PTG S ——— R W

In contrast to institutional assessments such as the National Skills Standards
Board (1995), current thinking in key areas of education, sociology, anthropol-
ogy and linguistics views language, literacy, and learning as embedded in social
practice rather than entirely in the minds of individuals (Street, 1984; Gee,
1991; Lave and Wenger, 1991; Kress, 1993; Mahiri and Sablo, 1996; New Lon-
don Group, 1996; Gee, Hull, and Lankshear, 1996). As earlier chapters in this
book have noted, Gee (1991: 6)—a key proponent of this conception of liter-
acy —explains that to be literate means to have control of “a socially accepted
association among ways of using language, of thinking, and of acting that can be
used to identify oneself as a member of a socially meaningful group or "social
network. ” In a similar fashion, research work located explicitly within work-
place studies proposes that literacy is “a range of practices specific to groups and
individuals of different cultures, races, classes and genders” (Hull et al., 1996:5).

In most societal institutions, however, literacy continues to be defined by
considerations of achievement and by abstract, standardized tests of individual
students. Also, there is a decided focus on printed texts over other mediums of
communication like visual and audio. Such a focus limits our understanding of
literacy in terms of its use in specific situations in multiple modes of commu-
nication. The New Literacy Studies orientation that shapes the work reported
in this book argues q:_it_]irgg;am_nds beyond individual experiences of read-
ing ;Ed_ﬁér_%f@j@ugg@; various modes of communication and situations
of any socially meaningful group or network where language is used in mul-
tiple ways. The New London Group (1996), for example, claims that due to

changes in the social and economic environment, ¢t begin to
consider language and literacy education in terms of"“multiliteracies.’TThe con-
cept of multiliteracies supplements traditional literacy &y BY addressing

the multiplicity of communications channels and_the increasing saliency of
cultural and lingistic diversity in the world today{Central to this study % the
understandipg that literate acts are embedded in specific situations and shat

they also a;#ﬂ beyond the printed text involving other modes of commusi
cation including both verbal and nnnverbnli In this chapter, I illustrate some-
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\METHODOLOGY

aken together, extant New Literaci .

jrgument for the need to re-evaluate E}é“\:ﬁ:m research nukes a formudable
plan‘—-part“il:ulaﬂ}’ from the perspective of :'lftnmd httﬂc}’ tn the work-
research repﬂrte_d here is modeled after Hull and ;'C'J‘-'Eutam*:cel workers. The
ng ethnographic study of skill requirements in t]H:r Fn eagues’ groundbreak-
Silicon Valley computer manufacturing plants (1996 ;i‘:mﬂtﬁ of m'ul.:hﬁ'mm
usfacturing plants, the larger ). Instead of studying man-

| research study I conducted and that underpi

study reported here involves two diner restaurants— tha underpins the
owned and one that is privately owned. In this cha tuf“heum“ gl
on the one that is privately owned to begin addmging' dis rilf:gfﬂcm {E?
language use and literacy practices function in this kind of \m:n?:phcewws t

To analyze the data, I relied on some of the methodological tools from
the work of Hull arn-:i her colleagues (1996). In short, I looked at patterns of
thought a:nd behavior in the setting; [ identified key events taking place; 1 did
conversational anhalysis of verbal interactions; and | conducted mciﬂc;lmml
analyses of key work events.

The data used in this chapter came from direct participation, observation,
field l‘ll?ttﬁ-, ﬁucumtnts, interviews, tape recordings, and transcriptions, as well as
from hum:m.al and bibliographic literature. I myself have been a waiter (both
part-time and full-time over a ten-year period), and I was actually employed at
the mw!y owned restaurant during my data collection period. In addition to
providing important insights into worker skills, attitudes, and behaviors, my
experience and positioning in this setting also enabled access to unique aspects
{;!f the work that might have otherwise gone unnoticed. The primary data con-
sidered in this chapter were collected during eight-hour periods of participant
observation on Friday and/or Saturday nights in the restaurant. I chose week-
end nights because they were usually the busiest times in the diner and were
therefore the most challenging for the workers. Weekend shifts are also the

most lucrative for the restaurant and the workers.

LOU'S RESTAURANT

 Louy Rﬁﬂﬂmrt"ﬁ a modest, privately owned diner restanrant patterned in a

style that is popular i :ﬁcmﬂmgi&n.lthnmopcnkimhmhwmﬂﬂu
wmmlzm]mﬁﬂ cumemdsitdirtcﬂvinfmmofthe
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cooks’ line and watch the “drama™ of food service thlfﬂ]l’,‘]_. v?rhllc ;n_;ﬁ}"ll;li their
meals. The food served at Lou’s is [talian-American and it mcluﬁ?.pﬂﬁﬁ '“]:“
f0d. and 1 variety of sautéed or broiled poultry, beef, and veai_. is 0 ;:ndt. e
case with diner rr.‘.:at qurants. Lou's has over ninety main cnurs; lfzﬂ'l;i:;z: _;:E
several kinds of appetizers and salads, as well as a number o - :‘; Lt ljuh:
primary participants focused on in this chapter are thizee WAEE: 1 :
Harvey, and mvselt.

After finishing mv master’s degree n
move ml: ;::I;: 5t3t§ where I taught Euglush a5 a Second Language f"—' a ;r.'.mnnu-
nity college, I ended up working as a waiter for two years at Lou’s. This work

s ; - TS emic career.
allowed me to survive financially while further advancing my academic career

At the time 1 began my study at this site, the only waiter to have ‘f"“ﬂ'_md longer
than two vears at Lou’s was John. Like myself, John began working in the el
- 2 money while in school after he ha.d been dis-
charged from the Marines, where he had been trained as a radio operator,
telephone wireman, and Arabic translator. Two days after his honorable dis-
charge, he started working in the restaurant that four years later wm._lld become
Lou's. He subsequently has worked there for ten years. John also is the most
experienced waiter at Lou’s, and although the restaurant does not have an of-
ficial “head” waiter, John is considercd by his peers to be the expert. [n an in-
terview. he noted that it took almost ten years before he felt that he had really
begun to master his craft.

Harvey might also be considered a master waiter, having been in the pro-
fession for over thirty vears. However, at the beginning of the study he had
been with Lou's for only two weeks. He was initially reticent to participate in
the study because he said he lacked experience at this restaurant, and “didn’t
know the menu.” Having left home when he was 14 years old to come “out
West,” over the vears he had done a stint in the Air Force, held a position as a
postal clerk, worked as a bellhop and bartender, and even had the opportunity
to manage a local cafe. He decided that he did not like managerial work be-
cause he missed the freedom, autonomy, and customer interaction he had as a
waiter and took a position at Lou’s.

English literature and deciding to

taurant business to earn extr

THE MENU

Harvey's concern over not knowing the menu was not surprising. The menu is
the most important printed text used by waiters and waitresses, and not know-
ing it can dramatically affect how they are able to do their work. The menu is
the key text used for most interactions with the customer, and, of course, the
contents of menus vary greatly from restaurant to restaurant. But. whntris :
menu ;Ed what does it mean to have a literate understanding of one?
€ restaurant menu 15 a genre unto 1 : .
dictability in the conventions usfd such as g]::;l,ﬂ There is regularity and pre-

tabili ting, categorizing, and prici
of individual, ready-made food items. The menu at Lou':gt::nta.inf ::irriletl;r:zﬁf
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course items, as well as a variety of soups, salads, appetizers, and side dishes. In
addivon, there are numerous selections where, for example, many main course
jrems offer customers a choice of their own starch item from a selection of four:
spaghett, rawqh, french fries, or a baked potato. Some of the main course items,
such as smdwghes, however, only come with french fries—but if the customer
prefers something such as spaghetti, or vegetables instead of fries, they can sub-
stitute another item for a small charge, all;]_mugh this service is not listed in the
menu. In addition to the food menu, there is also a wine menu and a full service
bar meaning that hard liquor is sold in this restaurant. There are twenty dif-
ferent kinds of wine sold by the glass and a selection of thirty-eight different
kinds of wine sold by the bottle, and customers can order most other kinds of
alcoholic beverages.

In one context, waitresses and waiters’ knowing the meaning of the words
in the menus means knowing the process of food production in the restaurant.
But this meaning is generally only used when a customer has a question or
special request. In such situations the meaning of the words on the page are
defined more by the questions and the waiters or waitresses’ understanding of
specific food preparation than by any standard cookbook or dictionary. For
example, the Berter Homes and Gardens New Cook Book (1996) presents a recipe
for marinara sauce calling for a thick sauce all sautéed and simmered for over
thirty minutes. At Lou’s, a marinara sauce is cooked in less than ten minutes
and is a light tomato sauce consisting of fresh tomatoes, garlic, and parsley sau-
téed in olive oil. At a similar restaurant nearby —Joe's Italian Diner— marinara
sauce is a seafood sauce, albeit tomato based. Someone who is familiar with
Italian cooking will know that marinara sauce will have ingredients like toma-
toes, olive oil, and garlic, but, in a restaurant, to have 2 more complete under-
standing of a word like marinara requires knowing how the kitchen prepares
the dish. Clearly, the meanings of the language used in menus are socially and
culturally embedded in the context of the specific situation or restaurant. To
be literate here requires something other than 2 ninth-grade level of literacy.
More than just a factual, or literal interpretation of the words on the page, it
requires knowledge of specific practices—such as methods of food prepara-
tion — that take place in a particular restaurant.

On one occasion Harvey, the new but experienced waiter, asked me what
“pesto” sauce was. He said that he had never come across the term before, and
explained that he had never worked in an [talian restaurant and rarely eaten in
one. Pesto is one of the standard sauces on the menu, and like marinara, is com-
monly found on the menus of many Italian-American restaurants. 1 explained
that it comprised primarily olive oil and basil, as well as gadic, pine nuts, Par-
mmnchaﬁc,mdaliuknum.}hrw?ﬁm told me that a customer had asked
himaboutﬂmsauc:.mdﬁnuhccouldnmnphinwhnitms,dm customer
did not order it.
 On another occasion a mother asked Harvey if her child could have only
carrots instead of the mixed vegembles as it said in the menu. Although he
- Mmmmmmmuc,upmmg&mmewuﬁmm
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premixed and chat the cooks would have to pick the t‘-‘;m“ EE:. E:z by one,
the mother persisted. After a few trips from the table to t il‘_fjd e 1b¢l 1":5'5'
managed to get the carrots, but the customer then dct‘}ﬂl i h:“':
everyone had finished eating. Later, | explained to Harvel th 24 B the e
been possible to go to the back of the restaurant where he cou veg-

etables 1n various stages of pmpararmn_ While the cooks only }:;‘:2‘ -::]T:llf of
pre-mixed vegetables on the hine, Harvey could have gone 10 re-

2 _ " cooks.
frigerator and picked up an order of carrots h:mse-_lf to g chm rﬂ-:mch i
Harvey's interactions with his customers highlight how b

he needs to know to be a good waiter 1s learned within thtl* 5 ﬂc:ﬁclﬂtﬂiﬂ@i
and social networks in which that knowledge 15 used. Th’-‘ ynstanuation of the
meaning of words like pesto and marinara often occurs 11 the interaction be-
tween co-workers as well as with customers. Conversation becomes a necessary
element in achieving an appropriately literate understanding c:-_f the menu.

Harvev's understanding and use of the menu and special requests also
involves more than his knowledge of food preparation. It involves t_hﬂ manipu-
lation of power and control. Sociocultural theories of literacy consider the role
of power and authority in the construction of meaning (Kress, 1993). From his
perspective, the order of carrots was not simply an order of carrots, but a way of
positioning one’s self in the interaction. The customer saw her desire for the
carrots as greater than what was advertised in the menu and thus exercised au-
thority as a customer by requestng them despite Harvey's attempt to not make
the carrots an option. While such a request might seem fairly innocuous in
isolation, when considered in the specific situation of Lou’s at that ime—that
is, peak dinner hour—it becomes more¢ complex.

Special requests and questions can extend the meaning of the menu be-
yond the printed page and into the conversation and interaction between the
waiter or waitress and the customer. Furthermore, special requests and ques-
tions can be as varied as the individual customers themselves. The general pub-
lic shares a diner restaurant menu, but it is used by cach individual patron to
satisfy a private appette. How to describe something to an individual customer
and satisfy their private appente requires not only the ability to read the menu,
but .11.5.u rhr_;bxhr:.- to read thg customer. This is achieved during the process of
the dinner interaction. and it includes linguistic events such as greeting the
customer or taking food orders and involves both verbal and non-verbal com-
municanon. In such events the meaning of the menu is continually recon-
structed in the interacuon between the waitress or waiter and the individual
customer, and as a text functons as a*{“bq ;“_’JW chat i die
perspectives of various constituencies for a similar purpose (Star and Gri g
1989); in this case the satisfaction of the individual patron’s appetite. The degree
to which private appenite 18 truly satisfied is open to debate, v
ey S e e oo
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