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Baking Reinvented: Strategies and Tips from a Pro

Sydney Kotowski

In this article, Kotowski analyzes how Pedagogical Cultural-
Historical Activity Theory (P-CHAT), Antecedent Knowledge, 
and Trajectory are incorporated in the process of baking. 
She gives insight to her family’s baking traditions, including 
their kolachy cookie recipe, to illustrate her desire for 
readers to try the recipe with their own families.

Batter Up!

“This is my invariable advice to people: Learn how to cook—try new recipes, 
learn from your mistakes, be fearless and above all have fun,” says Julia Child, 
a cooking teacher, author, and TV personality. Child received many awards 
and nominations some of  which include being a Cookbook Hall of  Fame 
Inductee by the James Beard Foundation in 1987, and receiving the Culinary 
1V[\Q\]\M�WN �)UMZQKI¼[�ÅZ[\�NMUITM�0ITT�WN �.IUM�QVL]K\MM�QV��!!���IVL�\PM�
Best National Television Cooking Show by the James Beard Foundation in 
1996. Now I am not saying we can all achieve this, but what I am saying is 
we should all try something new and maybe some good will come out of  it. 
Whether it is cooking or baking I have found my passion. Getting to create 
something, even if  it turns out to be a failure, I get to see the end result, and 
I have fun. 

Cooking and baking are relaxing activities that allow you to spend time 
with family, as well as let you expand on previous traditions that came before 
aW]�_Q\P�VM_�ÆI^WZ[�IVL�[\aTM[��1V�\PQ[�IZ\QKTM��1�IU�OWQVO�\W�][M�8MLIOWOQKIT�
Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (P-CHAT) terms to better understand 
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and to show the process of  baking. According to the ISU Writing Program, 
8�+0)<�Q[�LMÅVML�I[�I�_Ia�\W�PMTX�][�\PQVS�IJW]\�IVL�[\]La�KWUXTM`�OMVZM[�
that we encounter in simpler, smaller concepts (ISU Writing Program). 
P-CHAT is a system that was created to help students better understand- 
how humans engage in producing and using texts in the world. P-CHAT 
can also be helpful for students who wish to better apply knowledge they 
learn in class to real world applications. In this article I am going to focus 
on the P-CHAT terms Production, Activity, Representation, Reception, and 
Socialization. By looking at baking through the lens of  P-CHAT, I’m hoping 
to show how it can work to unpack activities we engage in every day, and 
hopefully illustrate how you might use P-CHAT to think about other parts of  
your life outside of  your writing classes.

The Evolution

Now, before I go more in depth as to how P-CHAT is related to baking, 
1�\PQVS�Q\�Q[�QUXWZ\IV\�\PI\�1�LMÅVM�[WUM�W\PMZ�\MZU[�ÅZ[\��.QZ[\��TM\¼[�[\IZ\�
with something simple. A Genre�I[�LMÅVML�Ja�\PM�1;=�?ZQ\QVO�8ZWOZIU�
to be “a kind of  production that is possible to identify by understanding 
the convention or features that make those productions recognizable.” This 
LMÅVQ\QWV�WN �OMVZM�Q[�LQٺMZMV\�NZWU�\PM�\ZILQ\QWVIT�UMIVQVO�WN �OMVZM�JMKI][M�
\PM�\ZILQ\QWVIT�LMÅVQ\QWV�WN �OMVZM�Q[�I�[\aTM�WN �_ZQ\QVO�I]\PWZ[�KPWW[M�\W�_ZQ\M�
QV��;WUM�WN �\PM[M�\ZILQ\QWVIT�OMVZM[�KW]TL�QVKT]LM�KWUMLa��LZIUI��ÅK\QWV��
VWVÅK\QWV��M\K��0W_M^MZ��QV�\PQ[�IZ\QKTM��1�_QTT�][M�\PM�1;=�?ZQ\QVO�8ZWOZIU�
OMVZM�LMÅVQ\QWV�Ja�TWWSQVO�I\�\PM�OMVZM�WN �JISQVO��*ISQVO�Q[�I�\aXM�WN �OMVZM�
that when you look behind the scenes at the end result you see how a dish 
was produced as well as how the features were pulled together to make the 
ÅVIT�XZWL]K\�XW[[QJTM��1V�ILLQ\QWV��\PMZM�IZM�[]JOMVZM[�_Q\PQV�JISQVO��[]KP�
I[�KISM[�^[��JZMIL[��<PM�NMI\]ZM[�][ML�\W�KZMI\M�\PM[M�Q\MU[�QVKT]LM�[XMKQÅK�
tools, things such as ingredients, measuring tools, a mixer, and an oven. 

Genre is not the only thing that you need to understand before you can 
start getting your hands dirty. Another term that I think will come in handy 
when baking is antecedent knowledge. This is a term used to describe all 
the things a writer already knows about the topic being discussed. Antecedent 
SVW_TMLOM�KIV�QVÆ]MVKM�PW_�aW]�IXXZWIKP�VM_�OMVZM[�IVL�KIV�JM�QUXWZ\IV\�
to the end result coming out the way you imagined. There are certain skills 
that you need to know before you begin, such as how an oven and mixer 
work—and how to use them—understanding basic measurements, and 
knowing the correct way to read a recipe. All of  these skills can drastically 
impact the way your end result turns out. Sometimes people use antecedent 
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knowledge without even being aware of  it, so considering what you already 
know and do not know before starting a project can really help the outcome. 
Another aspect worth considering is where your antecedent knowledge 
comes from and how you acquired it. Antecedent knowledge can be used in 
baking by remembering terms that you use while cooking and applying it in 
I�LQٺMZMV\��J]\�[\QTT�[QUQTIZ�_Ia�

<ZILQ\QWV[�KIV�PMTX�aW]�ÅVL�_PMZM� \PM�ZMKQXM[�WZQOQVI\ML�I[�_MTT�I[�
where your antecedent knowledge came from. According to Merriam-
Webster, traditions are long established customs or beliefs that have been 
passed down from one generation to another. In my experience, I have many 
traditions that my family and I have been doing over the years, some that I 
was not even aware of  until I started to think about what we do every year. 
When looking back at the traditions my family and I do every year around 
the holidays, I think of  decorating the Christmas tree, watching the movie 
ELF, decorating gingerbread houses, making kolaches, and so forth. Since all 
of  these traditions have been taking place over several years there is a lot of  
memories and history behind them. For me, it is getting to spend time with 
family. Despite the yearly traditions, something new always happens that 
makes us laugh, cry and smile all at the same time, creating new memories 
for us to share for years to come. Behind all the fun times, what we do not see 
is the history of  where these traditions and recipes came from. The recipes 
may have come from our grandparents or older ancestors, whom may have 
lived and created these recipes and memories in the past, which can makes 
us feel as if  they’re with us as we make some of  the same foods. I believe 
that sharing traditions with the ones you love helps to show who you are and 
where you came from in the best light.

In addition to all the traditions that have taken place around birthdays, 
holidays, and weddings, many of  these types of  events are where large 
OI\PMZQVO[�\ISM�XTIKM�JM\_MMV�NIUQTa�IVL�NZQMVL[�JZQVOQVO�LQٺMZMV\�K]T\]ZM[�
and communities together. When cooking and baking recipes are shared 
_Q\P�W\PMZ[�WN �LQٺMZMV\�K]T\]ZM[�IVL�JIKSOZW]VL[�Q\�WXMV[�\PMQZ�XMZ[XMK\Q^M[�
\W�\PM�_Ia[�WN �W\PMZ[��,Q[K][[QVO�LQٺMZMVKM[�_Q\P�XMWXTM�WN �LQٺMZMV\�K]T\]ZM[�
opens up new and interesting conversations that may not have taken place 
originally. 

But sometimes sharing recipes that have been in a family for a long 
time can feel risky. Some recipes may be more precious to the family or 
creator, so the family may be unsure of  whether or not they wish to share. 
Precious recipes like this are usually the original recipes that start an entire 
tradition of  saving and sharing recipes within a family. However, there 
are some recipes that families like to share with others to see what kind of  
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LQٺMZMV\�[XQKM[�\PMa�KIV�ILL�WZ�IT\MZ�\W�KPIVOM�\PM�_PWTM�ÆI^WZ�XZWÅTM�WN �\PM�
dish. Moreover, most recipes that have been passed down in the family for 
generations start out handwritten but over time recipes wear and tear, these 
UQOP\�OM\�\ZIV[NMZZML�\W�I�LQOQ\IT�ÅTM�WZ�ZM_ZQ\\MV�IVL�XZQV\ML�W]\��*MKI][M�WN �
advancements in technology more and more recipes these days are typed and 
printed and then handed out to other friends and families or shared online. 
What I am getting at here is the way that these recipes are distributed and 
passed around continues even though the initial recipe may change slightly.

Knowing your past and keeping traditions alive are not the only secret 
to making new memories. Over the years things and people change based on 
many factors such as personality, where you live, if  you traveled, etc. A term 
that the ISU Writing Program uses that I believe really shows us these changes 
is called trajectory. Trajectory is a way for us to understand “what texts/
genres do and how they move around the world” (ISU Writing Program). 
In simpler terms, it describes the shifts and changes that occur in a genre as 
it gets used over time. Tradition and trajectory share similar characteristics 
J]\�LQٺMZ�QV�IV�QUXWZ\IV\�_Ia��<ZILQ\QWV[�LM[KZQJM�aW]Z�XI[\��J]\�\ZIRMK\WZa�
describes how those traditions change over generations. Trajectory looks 
UWZM�I\�PW_�OMVZM[�IZM�XZWL]KML�IVL�LQ[\ZQJ]\ML�Ja�LQٺMZMV\�OMVMZI\QWV[�
W^MZ�\QUM��.WZ�M`IUXTM��_PMV�JISQVO�I\�Ua�PW][M�M^MZaWVM�PI[�LQٺMZMV\�
[\aTM[� IVL�ÆI^WZ[� \PI\� QVÆ]MVKM�WZ� KPIVOM� \PM� \ZIRMK\WZa�WN � I� ZMKQXM��)�
popular cookie recipe that my family and I make around Christmas time is 
a kolachy. A kolachy is a polish cookie that is folded with jam in the center. 
When you take a bite of  the cookie it melts in your mouth and makes you 
want more. This recipe has been adapted over time, such as the amount of  
RIU�QV�\PM�KMV\MZ��ÆI^WZ�WN �\PM�KWWSQM��[QbM�WN �\PM�KWWSQM��IVL�[WUM�JI\KPM[�
M^MV�[MMU�LQٺMZMV\�_Q\P�[WUM�UWZM�KZ]UJTa�\PIV�W\PMZ[��<PM[M�IZM�R][\�I�
few of  ways that a family recipe has turned into a tradition and the recipe’s 
trajectory has evolved.

Let’s CHAT Baking

In this section, I want to share more about the process of  baking my 
previously mentioned kolachy cookies. This process does not take simply an 
hour like a batch of  Tollhouse chocolate chip cookies. The process of  making 
\PM�LW]OP��TM\\QVO�Q\�KPQTT�QV�\PM�NZQLOM��ZWTTQVO�Q\��K]\\QVO�W]\�\PM�[Y]IZM[��ÅTTQVO�
it with jam, folding it, and putting it in the oven, takes time. Patience is key in 
this recipe! Before I start to explain the process, I want you all to be aware of  
some terms I am going to be using from the P-CHAT theory. These include 
production, activity, representation, reception, and socialization. With these 
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\MZU[�QV�UQVL��1�_QTT�LMÅVM�\PMU��IVL�OQ^M�aW]�M`IUXTM[�I[�\W�PW_�\PMa�IZM�
used in making the kolachy cookies.

First let’s start with the P-CHAT term production. Production is the 
tools/materials and practices you need to make the kolachy cookies from 
Suzy Crofton’s recipe down below. Such tools include a mixer, measuring 
spoons, measuring cups, the ingredients, and lastly miscellaneous tools, for 
example, a spatula, spoons, knives, a bench scraper, a rolling pin, etc. Along 
with production, a term that I previously mentioned that could be helpful in 
this process is using your antecedent knowledge of  things like how does the 
mixer work or how to use measuring spoons/cups. 

Our next P-CHAT term is activity. Activity is the physical action or 
process that an individual does to make the cookies. In creating kolachy 
cookies, for example, gathering the ingredients, combining the ingredients, 
UQ`QVO�\PMU�\WOM\PMZ��ZWTTQVO�W]\�\PM�LW]OP��ÅTTQVO�Q\�_Q\P�RIU��IVL�X]\\QVO�
it in the oven, are all steps in the recipe that involve the activity of  baking the 
cookies. 

Representation� Q[� W]Z�VM`\�8�+0)<� \MZU�IVL� Q[�LMÅVML�Ja�PW_�
you plan to carry the recipe out and what materials can help you do that. 
For example, representation can involve following the recipe’s instructions, 
thinking about the mise en place (or “putting everything together” in 
English). In other words, you need to think about the prep needed to be done 

Figure 1: Preparation process of  rolling out the dough to be cut into squares for them 
\W�JM�ÅTTML�
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before you can start baking and considere how the tools/materials listed 
above can be used.

Our next P-CHAT term is reception. Reception is how others might 
react to the gesture (of  being given the cookies, in this case), how they use it 
(eating it, of  course!), and how others might use or repurpose it. How others 
might use or repurpose the recipe or the cookie itself  can become a tradition 
by making them every year, when they are passed down from generation to 
OMVMZI\QWV��WZ�\PM�KZMI\WZ[�UISM�\PMQZ�W_V�[XQV�WV�\PM�[\aTM�WZ�ÆI^WZ�WN �\PM�
cookie.

Distribution is another P-CHAT term that I would like to talk about. 
Distribution involves how a text is given to others and who takes them 
up. For example, how might the recipes shared at a holiday gathering be 
distributed to others, such as through text, email, or paper, as a handwritten 
recipe on a recipe card? Also, distribution can extend further than just sharing 
with your family and friends. It could be shared with the world through a 
blog post or a YouTube video demonstrating how to cook or bake a recipe. 

The last P-CHAT term I am going to talk about is socialization. 
Socialization�KIV�JM�LMÅVML�Ja�\PM�QV\MZIK\QWV[�JM\_MMV�XMWXTM�I[�\PMa�
produce/create the cookies, distribute them to others, and use them (to 
eat). Furthermore, socialization can unintendedly be spread through social 

media. For example, recipes can be 
shared through videos on TikTok, 
Pinterest, blogs, or even YouTube. While 
producing or making the cookies you 
get to spend time with family and make 
memories and really bond with them in 
ways you might not have been able to 
before. When you distribute the cookies 
to others—for example other family 
members, grandparents or cousins 
interact with each other and thank you 
for the generous gift. Of  course, you 
can’t forget the part where you get to 
indulge and eat the delicious cookies. 
When others engage with the cookies 
and the people who made them, they are 
consciously and unconsciously engaged 
in the practice of  representing and 
transforming different kinds of  social 
and cultural practices. For example, Figure 2: Nothing better than waking up to make a 

batch of  cookies!
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they are engaging in how a recipe changes and transforms from generation 
\W�OMVMZI\QWV�_Q\P�XMWXTM¼[�LQٺMZMV\�[\aTM[�IVL�ÆI^WZ[�WN �\PMQZ�\ISM�WV�\PM�
family recipe and tradition.

Don’t Forget the Crumbs!

So, now that you have learned that recipes (and the cookies that result from 
them) can be a genre, and how the P-CHAT terms apply to a genre as 
LQٺMZMV\�I[�\PQ[��1�PWXM�aW]�KWV[QLMZ�[WUM�WN �aW]Z�XI[[QWV[�I[�OMVZM[�IVL�[MM�
if  you might apply P-CHAT terms to them as well. Throughout this article 
you learned about baking, traditions, and some English tools that can be 
applied to pretty much anything. But why? Why might it have been important 
for you to learn all this? I think the most important aspect of  thinking about 
our everyday activities through P-CHAT is to better understand that some 
of  the same skills we apply to learning to bake cookies, or write and revise 
recipes, are also utilized when we are learning to write something new for 
school, or for work. Trying to understand the approaches and important 
features of  these texts through P-CHAT might make it less confusing and 
[KIZa��4QSM�_Q\P�JISQVO��aW]�UQOP\�ÅVL�\PI\�aW]�TMIZV�[WUM\PQVO�VM_�IVL�OM\�
to be creative. 

I also chose to write about baking because it was my hope that you 
and your family have some baking or cooking traditions of  your own that 
you want to continue. By making these 
recipes that have been shared with 
family and friends, and passed down 
over time, you are carrying on a legacy, 
and keeping the memory of  loved ones 
alive while you carry on their recipes for 
generations to come.

As an added bonus I have attached 
the popular kolachy cookie recipe that 
my family and I make every year around 
the Christmas holiday. I hope you 
consider the challenge of  making this a 
new cookie tradition in your own homes! 
After all, no one said it better than Julia 
Child, “The only real stumbling block is 
fear of  failure. In cooking [and baking!] 
you’ve got to have a what-the-hell 
attitude.”

Figure 3: Holiday tradition at the Kotowski House!
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Kolachy Cookie Recipe

Preparation time: 40 minutes  Chilling time: 4 hours or overnight

Cooking time: 15 minutes per batch  Yield: About 25 cookies

 • 1 cup (2 sticks) of  unsalted butter, softened
 • 4 ounces of  mascarpone or cream cheese, softened
� �� �û�K]X[�WN �ITT�X]ZXW[M�ÆW]Z
� �� Ĭ�WN �I�\MI[XWWV�WN �;IT\
� �� Ĭ�WN �I�\MI[XWWV�WN �;]OIZ
� �� û�K]X�WN �XZM[MZ^M[��\PM�ÅTTQVO�
 • Confectioners’ sugar (the garnish)

 1. Put butter in bowl of  electric mixer. Beat on medium speed until 
J]\\MZ�Q[�TQOP\�IVL�Æ]ٺa��IJW]\�\_W�UQV]\M[��)LL�UI[KIZXWVM�KZMIU�
cheese; beat until smooth and well incorporated, about two minutes. 
*MI\�QV�ÆW]Z��[IT\��IVL�[]OIZ�R][\�]V\QT�UW[\�WN �\PM�ÆW]Z�Q[�KWUJQVML��
;\QZ�Ja�PIVL�]V\QT�ITT�ÆW]Z�Q[�QVKWZXWZI\ML��\PQ[�Q[�\W�MV[]ZM�aW]�IZM�VW\�
overmixing!), result will be tough if  overbeating or overmixing occurs. 
Flatten the dough into a disc; wrap in plastic wrap. Chill for four hours 
or overnight.

 2. Heat oven to 350 degrees. Divide dough in half; return one half  to the 
ZMNZQOMZI\WZ��:WTT�LW]OP�W]\�WV�I�TQOP\Ta�ÆW]ZML�[]ZNIKM�\W�IJW]\��� �WN �
an inch thick. Cut dough into three-inch squares with a sharp knife. Put 
the squares on an ungreased cookie sheet; place 1 teaspoon of  preserves 
in the center of  each square. Fold each corner to the center of  the 
square; press lightly into preserves (with water to ensure it doesn’t break 
open). Repeat with the remaining dough.

 3. Bake in batches until very lightly browned, fourteenn-to-sixteen minutes. 
4M\�[Q\�WV�KWWSQM�[PMM\�NWZ�Å^M�UQV]\M[��:MUW^M�KWWSQM[�\W�I�KWWTQVO�
rack. Generously sprinkle with confectioners’ sugar while still warm. 
Enjoy!

Figure 4: Congrats you made kolachys!
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