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A Recipe for Literacy: 
An Analysis of Translating as a Vernacular Literacy

Danielle Eldredge

When discussing literacies, David Barton and Mary Hamilton 
specifically outline two: vernacular literacies and dominant 
literacies. Vernacular literacies are usually personal, rooted 
in everyday life, self-generated, and/or learned informally. 
On the contrary, dominant literacies are typically taught 
and used in more “formal” settings, such as school and 
work. In this essay, Eldredge will argue how translating 
her grandmother’s recipes is a vernacular literacy because 
of the way these recipes have personal value to her, are 
a part of her everyday life, are self-generated, include a 
network of exchange, and are informally learned.

Introduction

Every day we are faced with a vast variety of  texts, of  which we interact 
_Q\P�LQٺMZMV\Ta��;WUM�_M�][M� QV� \PM�UWUMV\�_PMV�\PMa�IZM�VMMLML�IVL�
QUUMLQI\MTa�LQ[KIZL� \PMU�IN\MZ� \PMa�PI^M� N]TÅTTML� \PMQZ�X]ZXW[M��7\PMZ[�
we refer to every now and then and store them somewhere accessible for 
future reference. Some are made for formal organizations, while others are 
made for personal convenience. In any case, each text is produced and used 
LQٺMZMV\Ta��LMXMVLQVO�WV�\PM�N]VK\QWV�IVL�MV^QZWVUMV\�WN �\PM�\M`\�

One example of  an everyday text being produced is a recipe, like the 
ones my grandmother made for our family. My grandmother is hands down 
the best cook on my dad’s side of  the family. Whenever she makes anything, 
it is always from scratch and absolutely delicious. She cooks everything with 
TW\[�WN �TW^M�IVL�X]\[�[W�U]KP�MٺWZ\�QV\W�M^MZa\PQVO�[PM�UISM[��1�ZMUMUJMZ�
_I\KPQVO�PMZ�_PMV�1�_I[�I�SQL�IVL�[MMQVO�PMZ�UIVIOM�[W�UIVa�LQٺMZMV\�[QLM�
dishes, preparations, and the main dish itself  with awe. Quite a few times 
she would make up a random meal using only ingredients that she had and 
without the help of  the Internet. My favorite side dish would be her avocado 
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[ITIL��WZ�_PI\�1�ZMNMZZML�\W�I[�\PM�¹a]UUa�[\]ٺº�_PMV�1�_I[�VQVM��1\�PI[�KWZV��
jalapeños, avocado, and beans, all topped with lime juice. I couldn’t even 
tell you what my favorite main dish is because everything is so wonderful, 
LMTQKQW][��IVL�]VQY]M�QV�Q\[�W_V�_Ia��)[SQVO�UM�\W�UISM�[]KP�I�KPWQKM�Q[�IJW]\�
as easy as being asked to pick the best-looking blade of  grass out of  an entire 
ÅMTL��?PMV�1�JMKIUM�WTLMZ��Ua�OZIVLUW\PMZ�_W]TL�M`XTIQV�\W�UM�_PI\�[PM�
was doing and give some bits of  advice. At some point in time, she decided to 
type out her most beloved recipes—everything from soups to empanadas to 
meats to seafood—into Word documents so that she could send them to her 
KPQTLZMV�IVL�IVaWVM�MT[M�_PW�UIa�_IV\�\PMU��*MKI][M�PMZ�ÅZ[\�TIVO]IOM�Q[�
Spanish, and it is the language she’s most comfortable with, she typed all of  
her recipes in Spanish. That’s not to say she’s incapable of  speaking English, 
JMKI][M�Y]Q\M�NZIVSTa�PMZ�-VOTQ[P�Q[V¼\�JIL�I\�ITT��1V�NIK\��Ua�NIUQTa�WN\MV�
likes to speak a combination of  English and Spanish—a language called 
Spanglish. However, if  my grandmother is able to communicate in her native 
language, then more often than not she will. Writing the recipes in Spanish 
was not a problem for her children because they all know Spanish, too, but it 
_I[�I�XZWJTMU�NWZ�UM�JMKI][M�1�IU�VW\�Y]Q\M�Æ]MV\�aM\�

Let’s take a look at my grandmother’s cooking recipes. I might argue 
that they’re a vernacular literacy because of  the personal, informal, and 

self-generated nature of  her typing the recipes 
herself  in Spanish and then handing them 
down to me, which I must translate to English 
also via personal, informal, and self-generated 
means. However, by observing the function and 
environment (namely, the vernacular nature) of  
my grandmother’s cooking recipes, we can also 
analyze the work I’ve done to translate them as 
another kind of  vernacular literacy, according to 
,I^QL�*IZ\WV�IVL�5IZa�0IUQT\WV¼[�LMÅVQ\QWV�

Defining Vernacular Literacies

Before I begin my analysis of  vernacular literacies, it’s important to establish 
*IZ\WV�IVL�0IUQT\WV¼[�LMÅVQ\QWV�WN �\PQ[�KWVKMX\��)KKWZLQVO�\W�\PMQZ�IVITa[Q[��
vernacular literacies can be summarized into three main points:

 • Vernacular literacies are rooted in everyday lives

 • They are self-generated

 • They are learned informally

Vernacular Literacies

Using Barton and Hamilton’s def-
inition, vernacular literacies are 
literate practices that are rooted in 
everyday lives, self-generated by 
people in response to situations, 
and learned informally through 
emotional and material interac-
tions in the world (251–255).
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First, they identify vernacular literacies as being “rooted in everyday 
experience and serve everyday purposes” (251). By this, they mean that 
vernacular literacies are not usually made by big institutions that serve a 
formal purpose but rather are more personal to the creator and are made 
to suit the creator’s everyday needs. With this personal aspect in mind, a 
LMMXMZ�LMÅVQ\QWV�]VNWTL[�NWZ�*IZ\WV�IVL�0IUQT\WV�¹C^MZVIK]TIZ�TQ\MZIKQM[E�
are entwined in people’s emotional lives” (255). Thus, what this indicates 
is that the particularly personal nature of  vernacular texts is what makes 
them vulnerable to attaching themselves closely to people’s emotions. This is 
especially the case with my grandmother’s recipes, for they have a profoundly 
personal value to me.

Second, Barton and Hamilton make a key point that “Because of  their 
relative freedom from formal institutional control, vernacular practices are 
more likely to be voluntary and self-generated, rather than being imposed 
externally” (253). Essentially, what the authors are saying here is that 
vernacular practices are not explicitly taught but rather are self-generated. 
For example, no one had to teach a young girl how to write in her diary, and 
no one had to teach an adult how to write reminders on sticky notes; both 
individuals self-generated their own vernacular texts. However, just because a 
text is self-generated does not necessarily imply that the maker had absolutely 
no help at all when creating it. In fact, Barton and Hamilton include in their 
analysis that, “Much of  people’s reading and writing involved other people 
and was located in reciprocal networks of  exchange” (254). They later clarify 
that these networks were typically people who are close to the maker of  text, 
[]KP�I[�NZQMVL[��VMQOPJWZ[��IVL�NIUQTa��.WZ�UM��NIUQTa�LMÅVQ\MTa�XTIa[�I�ZWTM�I[�
a network when it comes to receiving and translating the texts.

Lastly, Barton and Hamilton regard vernacular activities as being 
“learned informally” (252). This draws particular attention to the fact that 
vernacular literacies are, more often than not, learned from an individual’s 
PWUM�IVL�]XJZQVOQVO��1V�W\PMZ�_WZL[��\PM�QVLQ^QL]IT�_I[�VW\�[XMKQÅKITTa�
taught how to do a particular activity and what to write; instead, they learned 
from observing others or by testing out their creative ideas. In addition to 
vernacular literacies being learned informally, they also don’t have a set 
role between the “student” and the “teacher.” Barton and Hamilton bring 
up this point when they state, “The roles of  novice and learner are not 
Å`ML��J]\�[PQN\�NZWU�KWV\M`\�\W�KWV\M`\º��������1V�W\PMZ�_WZL[��^MZVIK]TIZ�
TQ\MZIKQM[�LW�VW\�ZMY]QZM�I�[\ZQK\� TMIZVQVO�[M\\QVO�_PMZM�WVM�XMZ[WV�Q[� \PM�
teacher and holder of  knowledge, while a student is there solely to obtain the 
knowledge from the teacher; this is oftentimes the case for literacies in school 
or workplace settings. Rather, vernacular literacies not only lack the strict 
roles of  teacher or student but also have an interchangeable nature of  the 
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ZWTM[��<W�QTT][\ZI\M��QUIOQVM�\_W�NZQMVL[��MIKP�_Q\P�I�LQٺMZMV\�OIUM�WV�\PMQZ�
phones. They both taught themselves how to play their respective game. 
When they come together and show each other how to play their games, one 
person is the “teacher” while the other is the “student.” But, right after that, 
the friend that was previously the “student” is now the “teacher” and the 
friend that was previously the “teacher” is now the “student.” This example 
demonstrates the interchangeable roles of  “novice to learner” in which they 
“shift from context to context to context,” as mentioned by Barton and 
Hamilton.

Translating as Being Rooted in My Everyday Life

6W_�\PI\�1¼^M�M[\IJTQ[PML�I�KTMIZ�LMÅVQ\QWV��1�KIV�UISM�I�KWPMZMV\�IZO]UMV\�
about my recipe translations, as both a translingual writing activity 
IVL�I[�I�SQVL�WN �^MZVIK]TIZ�TQ\MZIKa��4M\¼[�JMOQV�_Q\P�\PM�ÅZ[\�XZMUQ[M�WN �

\PM�LMÅVQ\QWV�WN �^MZVIK]TIZ�TQ\MZIKQM[�JMQVO�
rooted in everyday lives. Whether it be an 
WٻKQIT�_WZS�LWK]UMV\�� I� TW^M� TM\\MZ�� WZ� I�
written conversation, translating texts is 
an everyday experience that most people 
are familiar with. And translingual writing 
doesn’t necessarily mean only moving 
between established languages, such as from 
Spanish to English. People also move from 
formal to informal modes within a language, 
or blend languages together, like my family’s 
use of  Spanglish. Therefore, it’s a given to 

say that translating a recipe is a kind of  translingual writing that passes the 
ÅZ[\�I[XMK\�WN �̂ MZVIK]TIZ�TQ\MZIKQM[��0W_M^MZ��\PM�XZWL]K\QWV�WN �\PM�\ZIV[TI\ML�
text and how that text is used may not be vernacular. Examine Figure 1 and 
Figure 2. Figure 1 shows the original recipe, while Figure 2 shows my altered 
version of  the recipe. As you can see, not only has the text been translated, 
J]\�\PM�_Ia�\PI\�1�XZWL]KML�\PM�\M`\�IT[W�ZMÆMK\[�Ua�M^MZaLIa�TQNM��1V�W\PMZ�
words, I changed the aesthetic appeal of  the recipe to mimic those that I see 
written in published cookbooks or online. For instance, the big center-aligned 
VIUM�WN �\PM�ZMKQXM��\PM�[]JPMILQVO[��\PM�VMI\Ta�R][\QÅML�TQ[\��M\K��1�UILM�\PM[M�
changes because I wanted to be able to use it more easily. In essence, because 
it is produced to look like the way that I am typically accustomed to looking 
at recipes, I am able to use it more comfortably.

Translingual Writing

According to linguistics scholar 
Suresh Canagarajah, “While the term 
multilingual perceives the relationship 
between languages in an additive 
manner (i.e., combination of  separate 
languages), translingual addresses the 
synergy, treating languages as always 
QV�KWV\IK\�IVL�U]\]ITTa�QVÆ]MVKQVO�
each other, with emergent meanings 
and grammars” (41).
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Next comes the aspect of  vernacular literacies as being part of  my 
MUW\QWVIT�TQNM��<PQ[�Q[�LMÅVQ\MTa�LMMUML�\Z]M�NWZ�I�^IZQM\a�WN �ZMI[WV[��.QZ[\��
these recipes were all handmade by my grandmother. She is an extremely 
good cook, for she not only knows how to make food taste delicious, but she 
can also feed any number of  people who show up to eat it. This very fact 
alone already has a high emotional value to me because of  the personal and 
loving nature of  a home-cooked meal from my family. Second, it’s something 
that will keep my grandmother’s memory alive, even after she passes away. 
<PQ[�Q[�I�]VQY]M�KPIZIK\MZQ[\QK�WN �I�^MZVIK]TIZ�TQ\MZIKa��I[�WXXW[ML�\W�W\PMZ�
literacies, for the intrinsic personal meaning that is attached to vernacular 
texts is nearly impossible to replicate in legal or professional texts. Lastly, 
one recipe in particular, called fanesca, is made at a particular time of  the 
year as part of  a religious practice since my family is Catholic. This meal is 
I�[W]X�\PI\�KWV\IQV[�Å[P��^MOM\IJTM[��IVL�TW\[�WN �JMIV[��1\�Q[�\ZILQ\QWVIT�NWZ�
Ecuadorians to eat this on Good Friday (the Friday before Easter Sunday), 
which is a Christian holiday that commemorates Jesus’ death by not 
MI\QVO�IVa�UMI\#�PMVKM��\PM�Å[P�IVL�^MOM\IJTM[��<PQ[�ZMKQXM�Q[�XIZ\QK]TIZTa�
[QOVQÅKIV\�\W�UM�JMKI][M�Ua�OZIVLUW\PMZ�Q[�\PM�WVM�\PI\�UISM[�Q\�M^MZa�
year. Nevertheless, the religious and emotional aspect that is tied to this 
ZMKQXM�Å\[�QV�XMZNMK\Ta�_Q\P�KWUUWV�M`IUXTM[�WN �^MZVIK]TIZ�\M`\[�JMKI][M�
they are personal to everyone.

Figure 1: Image of  my grandmother’s original recipe. Figure 2: Image of  my translated and altered version 
of  the recipe from Figure 1.
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My Self-Generated Recipes

<PM� [MKWVL�XZMUQ[M� \W�*IZ\WV�IVL�0IUQT\WV¼[�LMÅVQ\QWV�WN � ^MZVIK]TIZ�
literacies refers to being self-generated. This is especially applicable in 
Ua�KI[M�JMKI][M��Y]Q\M�NZIVSTa��VW�WVM�QV[\Z]K\ML�UM�\W�LW�\PQ[��<PQ[�_I[�
done entirely out of  self-interest, rather than being imposed upon me by 
an outside institution. Simply put, translating these recipes was ultimately 
Ua�LMKQ[QWV�[W�\PI\�\PMa�KIV�JM�][ML�NWZ�Ua�XMZ[WVIT�JMVMÅ\��ZI\PMZ�\PIV�
JMQVO� I�UIVLI\WZa� \I[S� ZMY]QZML� NWZ� IV� QV[\Q\]\QWV��)LLQ\QWVITTa�� \PM[M�
^MZVIK]TIZ�\M`\[�ZMÆMK\�Ua�W_V�WZQOQVITQ\a�QV�\MZU[�WN �PW_�1�KPW[M�\W�[M\�
them up. Simple choices behind this process of  production include bold or 
underline, center or left aligned, numbered or not numbered. As mundane 
as it sounds, these texts were created carefully, in terms of  how I want my 
altered documents to look. Although I had the freedom to do a lot more with 
it, I also had the freedom to leave it how my grandmother originally typed it. 
For example, I deliberately didn’t number the “Preparation” section (as seen 
in Figure 2) because I wanted to keep some of  the original structure that my 
grandmother made, in case it becomes handy when the texts are used. In 
W\PMZ�_WZL[��Q\�IXXMIZML�\PI\�Ua�OZIVLUW\PMZ�KP]VSML�KMZ\IQV�[MY]MVKM[�WN �
[\MX[�\WOM\PMZ��[W�QV�WZLMZ�\W�UIQV\IQV�\PW[M�[MY]MVKM[�_PQTM�KWWSQVO��1�TMN\�Q\�
this way.

Although I am creating these texts myself, that doesn’t mean I don’t 
have any help. I do have some networks that are available to me. These 
networks, as previously mentioned, can be friends, neighbors or family; but 
in my case it is primarily family. Whenever I get stuck on something that 
Q[V¼\�\ZIV[TI\QVO�VQKMTa��1�_W]TL�I[S�Ua�LIL�\W�PMTX�UM�[QVKM�PM�Q[�Æ]MV\�QV�
Spanish. Aside from that, I could also reach out to my aunts, if  need be, 
JMKI][M�\PMa�IZM�IT[W�Æ]MV\�QV�;XIVQ[P�IVL�PI^M�\PM�WZQOQVIT�ZMKQXM[�NZWU�Ua�
grandmother. All of  this points to two things about my vernacular literacy: 
(1) I have a whole web of  family members available to me who can help me 
with the task of  translating, and (2) this particular translingual vernacular 
TQ\MZIKa�Q[�\ZI^MTTQVO�IKZW[[�\PZMM�OMVMZI\QWV[	�.ZWU�Ua�OZIVLUW\PMZ��\W�Ua�
dad and aunts, to me, these recipes are being handed down. This, again, is 
I�^MZa�]VQY]M�Y]ITQ\a�WN �^MZVIK]TIZ�TQ\MZIKQM[�\PI\�Q[V¼\�\PM�[IUM�_Q\P�W\PMZ�
literacies. For instance, how often do you see something that was made 
under more formal circumstances, like an essay written for school, being 
passed down from generation to generation? Probably not often, if  even at 
all, which is what makes the personal aspect behind vernacular literacies so 
admirable.



Eldredge — A Recipe for Literacy 67

Translating as Being Informally Learned

The last premise of  vernacular literacies refers 
to being learned informally. No one taught me 
how to organize a recipe to my liking, and no 
one informed me of  a strict guideline as to how 
this text “should” look when I have finished 
producing it. Rather, I informally learned 
over the years what I find to be aesthetically 
pleasing when it comes to recipe layouts, and 
I have informally taught myself  how to utilize 
Microsoft Word. I also know how to do other 
\PQVO[�[]KP�I[�]XTWIL�\PM�ÅTM[�WV\W�Ua�/WWOTM�
,ZQ^M��ÆI[P�LZQ^M��WZ�IVa�W\PMZ�UMIV[�\W�MV[]ZM�
\PI\�\PM[M�XZMKQW][�ÅTM[�LWV¼\�OM\�TW[\��4QSM_Q[M��
when it comes to actually translating the recipes, 
I taught myself  how to use translating websites to help me. An important 
takeaway here is that learning something informally doesn’t mean a person 
doesn’t have any resources, for people don’t necessarily learn in isolation. 
?M¼ZM�ITT�QVÆ]MVKML�Ja�[W�UIVa�\PQVO[�_PMV�_M¼ZM�TMIZVQVO�[WUM\PQVO�VM_��
and we use tools for our learning. But informal can mean that a person picks 
and chooses freely among the resources they have available to them, without 
explicit guidelines from others.

Another aspect of  informal learning includes the aforementioned 
VM\_WZS[��[]KP�I[�Ua�LIL��?PMVM^MZ�1�PI^M�I�Y]M[\QWV��1�KIV�R][\�[QUXTa�
ask him. This doesn’t mean that he is a professor in the subject in Spanish, 
like many formal institutions have, nor does it mean that he is teaching 
UM�M^MZa\PQVO�IJW]\�Q\��:I\PMZ��PM�KIV�R][\�PMTX�IV[_MZ�I�Y]QKS�Y]M[\QWV�
and help me informally learn a little bit more about Spanish. Although he 
is helpful, it is ultimately up to me how I decide to translate into English. 
For example, I could ask him what a phrase means, and he could provide 
me with a directly-translated, choppy-sounding English phrase, but how I 
_IZX�Q\�\W�ÆW_�[UWW\PTa�QV\W�Ua�W_V�_ZQ\QVO�Q[�_PI\�UISM[�\ZIV[TI\QVO�\PM[M�
recipes my own personal literacy.

In regard to having family members teach me, there is another aspect 
to consider. Recall that my grandmother would teach me a little bit of  how 
she would make her recipes. She would show me what she’s doing and how it 
UQOP\�PMTX�[WUM\PQVO�KWWS�JM\\MZ�WZ�PI^M�UWZM�ÆI^WZ��;W��QV�\PQ[�KWV\M`\��[PM�
is the “teacher” and I am the “student.” However, when the time came for 
her to email them to me, she had a bit of  trouble. Therefore, I switched into 
the “teacher” role and she switched into the “student” role when I showed 

Re-Thinking Genre Research

The ISU Writing Program 
tends to describe the concept 
of  doing genre research as 
something a writer does when 
they need to produce a genre 
that already exists. But genre 
research also includes using 
knowledge about genres (such as 
recipes) that exist in the world to 
produce something personally 
meaningful, which might not 
match the genre conventions.
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her how to upload Word documents into Gmail, so that she sends them. 
With reference to Barton and Hamilton saying that the roles of  novice and 
expert are not set in place, but rather shift from context to context, we can 
further argue that these recipes are a vernacular literacy in terms of  how 
they are used.

Conclusion

All in all, it’s clear to see how translating my grandmother’s recipes can be 
seen as a strictly vernacular literacy. The aspects that translating entails, 
including the personal value, the networks, and the self-generated aspect of  
Q\��_W]TL�LMÅVQ\MTa�Y]ITQNa�\PQ[�\ZIV[TQVO]IT�TQ\MZIKa�IK\Q^Q\a�I[�I�^MZVIK]TIZ�
one. This contrasts greatly from Barton and Hamilton’s view of  recipes, for 
they argue that they are “part vernacular and part institutional” (257). Their 
view is that they are written at home or self-generated (vernacular) but are 
published in cookbooks or demonstrated on public television (dominant/
institutional). I would like to counter their argument because through my 
IVITa[Q[��_M�[I_�\PI\�Ua�ZMKQXM[�QV^WT^M�]VQY]M�NMI\]ZM[�\PI\�\PMQZ�^QM_�LWM[�
not include, such as the variety of  networks I used and the interchangeable 
roles of  teacher and student that occurred. In addition, my grandmother’s 
recipes are not publicly advertised, for they are personal to the family. 
Therefore, according to my view of  recipes, I argue that they are strictly 
vernacular as opposed to being both vernacular and dominant.

6WVM\PMTM[[�� \PM� JQO� Y]M[\QWV� [\QTT� ZMUIQV["� ?PI\� LW� _M� OIQV� Ja�
examining people’s use of  vernacular literacies? To answer this, I would 
argue that we gain a whole new perspective of  the things that are seemingly 
mundane or less valuable. For example, in the rebuttal above, we see that two 
LQٺMZMV\�XMZ[XMK\Q^M[�WN �\PM�[IUM�TQ\MZI\M�IK\Q^Q\a��QV�\PQ[�KI[M��_ZQ\QVO�ZMKQXM[��
KIV�WٺMZ�LQٺMZMV\�^QM_[�WV�_PM\PMZ�\PMa�IZM�^MZVIK]TIZ�WZ� QV[\Q\]\QWVIT��
If  we were to only acknowledge Barton and Hamilton’s view of  recipes as 
being self-generated and publicly advertised, then we would completely miss 
out on the personal and complex view that I hold for my recipes that others 
may not be aware about. In other words, by examining my use of  recipes as 
a vernacular activity, others may gain a new perspective of  recipes that they 
may not have even thought about before. Thus, they gain more of  an open 
UQVL�\W_IZL[�LQٺMZMV\�IK\Q^Q\QM[�I[�JMQVO�]VQY]M�QV�\PMQZ�W_V�_Ia[�
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