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For my project I utilized concepts discussed by educator Tony Mirabelli in his paper 

“Learning to Serve: The Language and Literacy of Food Service Workers.” Tony was a food 

service worker for many years, and argued that food industry employees often employ 

“multiliteracies” as part of their skillsets. “Multiliteracy” is concept that emerged in the 1990s 

from a coalition of educators called “The London Group.” “Multiliteracy” recognizes that 

globalization is changing the landscape of language comprehension and communication practices 

(542). Greater exposure to multiple languages as well as increased interactions with diverse 

forms of media mean that students (and individuals in general) are learning to socialize with 

skillsets that often do not reflect older text-based and advanced vocabulary definitions of 

“literate.” Tony Mirabelli argues that, there are multiple literacies at play in food service waiting 

environments: The waiter or waitress must read the “text” of the menu, and “read” the customer 

through verbal communication. I would argue that multiliteracies are at play in drive-thru 

environments as well, since they are mediated by contemporary technologies (cars, intercoms, 

computer-based ticketing systems) and contain vocabularies that are distinct to that business 

environment (brand names, conversations structured around comprehending and delivering food 

orders etc.). In addition, these literacies are distinct from the literacies used in other aspects of 

day to day life (talking to a friend, calling a customer service representative, speaking to one’s 

toddler etc.)  



In “Learning to Serve” Mirabelli also discusses how food service workers must “know” 

the menu at multiple levels. Workers must not only memorize what is available, but know 

unnamed variations that are possible, the ingredients of foods, and forms of preparation. Workers 

must also interpret a customer’s perception of the menu items to make sure that the customer is 

receiving what they want. In every ordering situation, an employee must draw upon these ways 

of knowing the menu, and negotiates with the customer on what the menu can offer them. 

Mirabelli states that in ordering interactions “the meaning of the menu is continually 

reconstructed” and as a text it functions as a “boundary object:” a text that is flexible enough to 

adapt to the specific needs and constraints of a situation, but designed well enough to maintain a 

consistent form (546) (Star and Griesemer, 1989). During the busy lunch rush at a site like Pal’s, 

drive-thru order takers must utilize all their knowledge of the menu and negotiate its boundaries 

with customers at great speed.  
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