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         Chapter Twelve 

   Tr i a n g u l a t e d  L e a r n i n g 
 Integrating Text, Current Events, 
and Experience in State and Local 
Government          
  F r e d r i c  A .  W a l d s t e i n  

 This chapter is based on my more than fi fteen years of experience 
using elements of the service - learning pedagogy in the social sci-
ences generally, and a course in state and local government in 
particular. Beginning in 1990, I started to explore the possibility 
of using experience - based learning opportunities to supplement 
classroom instruction. At an individual professional level, this has 
evolved over the years into a pedagogical approach that seeks to 
educate by triangulating learning. At an institutional level, fi fteen 
years has seen the evolution of service - learning grow from its use in 
fewer than a handful of courses to a campuswide initiative with 
signifi cant support from the senior administration. While the 
specifi c frame of reference is a course on state and local gov-
ernment, the triangulated learning methodology has relevance 
beyond this course or even social science courses in general. 

 The course in its current design addresses a single goal: to 
make learning about subnational government relevant enough 
to students that they will take an active interest in the subject mat-
ter and think about their impact on their lives beyond the lim-
ited confi nes of the semester and its conclusion, the fi nal grade. 
It is about the challenge of seeking methods to increase the 
intrinsic value of their learning against the more extrinsic value 
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of  credentialing. This goal has led to the evolution of State and 
Local Government at Wartburg College in Iowa from a traditional 
classroom course relying on textbooks, research papers, the occa-
sional guest speaker, and exams to what I defi ne as  triangulated 
learning,  a term that describes the integration of three sources of 
information: traditional text - based learning, current events dis-
cussions, and experience - based learning. This chapter addresses 
some of the challenges and rewards I have encountered employ-
ing triangulated learning as a type of service - learning, and I hope 
it will allow readers to avoid some of the mistakes made and take 
advantage of the lessons learned. 

 The chapter is divided into four sections. The fi rst makes the 
case for service - learning as a pedagogy worthy of greater attention 
by the higher education community of scholars. It also addresses a 
concern that has been expressed repeatedly over the years, especi-
ally by junior faculty members, who sometimes face resistance by 
colleagues who may convey skepticism about the value of inte-
grating service - learning into the curriculum. The second section 
focuses on the concept of triangulated learning and its application 
to courses in State and Local Government. The third section is a 
user ’ s guide for the development and implementation of a service - 
learning course based on the concept of triangulated learning. It 
focuses on the nuts - and - bolts matters that can make the difference 
in developing and implementing a course that maximizes the 
potential of service - learning to meet particular curricular goals. 
The fourth section reports on how service - learning has evolved 
over the years at Wartburg from a few courses taught by a hand-
ful of faculty members into a collegewide focus that includes the 
commitment of fi nancial and human resources to facilitate vari-
ous kinds of experiential learning including service - learning. In its 
most recent iteration, this institutional commitment has led to the 
creation of the Center for Community Engagement.  

  The Meaning and Value of Service -
 Learning 
 In this section, I defi ne service - learning, review how it is different 
from traditional internships and fi eld experiences, and discuss its 
value over other classroom methods. 
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  Meaning 
 Service - learning is a type of experiential learning that seeks to inte-
grate and connect student needs and community needs to the mutual 
benefi t of each. The number of defi nitions for service - learning 
is large, but most align themselves more or less with how it is 
defi ned in federal law by the National and Community Service Act 
of 1990 (as amended through December 17, 1999, P.L. 106 – 170):   

     (23) Service - Learning   
 The term  “ service - learning ”  means a method —  

   (A) under which students or participants learn and develop through active 
participation in thoughtfully organized service that —   

     (i)  is conducted in and meets the needs of a community;  
    (ii)  is coordinated with an elementary school, secondary school, institu-

tion of higher education, or community service program, and with 
the community; and  

   (iii) helps foster civic responsibility; and    

  (B) that —  
    (i)  is integrated into and enhances the academic curriculum of the 

students, or the educational components of the community service 
program in which the participants are enrolled; and  

 (ii)  provides structured time for the students or participants to refl ect on 
the service experience [p. 10].

 Various types of experiential learning opportunities exist at 
Wartburg College in addition to courses that aspire to the service -
 learning model. Two common opportunities are internships and 
fi eld experiences. The distinctions among the three types may be 
ones of degree or of kind. Here the emphasis is on factors that 
may distinguish among them as one means to emphasize the char-
acteristics of a service - learning experience. Internships tend to 
be focused on preparatory training for a career that is discipline 
related. This may range from a fi nance major interning at a bank 
to a biochemistry major interning at a research laboratory. In both 
instances, the purpose of the internship is to give the students 
an applied learning opportunity directly connected to their aca-
demic fi eld that will enhance their opportunities for  employment 
or graduate school within that fi eld. Internships normally take 
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place in the latter half of students ’  academic career after they have 
attained some level of professional profi ciency or expertise. 

 Field placements are also generally oriented toward career 
goals. Students are placed in venues they are considering as 
potential career paths. The expectations for fi eld placement stu-
dents is they will observe, or job - shadow, in an applied setting. 
This may occur in a school classroom for students considering 
teaching as a career or in a judge ’ s courtroom for a student con-
sidering a legal career. The students are not normally expected 
to bring the kind of expertise to the site placement that would 
allow them to add substantial value to the activity of the site. 
Field experiences may occur any time, but they tend to occur ear-
lier in a student ’ s academic career than an internship.  

  The Value of Service -  Learning 
 Recent developments in higher education place increasing value 
on active learning, whereby students are required to take  initiative 
and responsibility for their learning beyond sitting in class, taking 
notes, and being tested for content (the American Association of 
Colleges and Universities and the  Chronicle of Higher Education  are 
two widely respected sources where this topic has been discussed 
at length). Growing interest in undergraduate research is but one 
example of this trend. Bringing out - of - the - classroom experiences 
into the academic endeavor is a pedagogical orientation with a long 
and rich tradition. This overview relies on the work of two promi-
nent scholars as touchstones to help provide the context for using 
experiential education in general and service - learning in particular 
in courses pertaining to the study of state and local government. 

 The philosopher and psychologist John Dewey, a scholar at 
the forefront of educational reform in the early twentieth cen-
tury, observed that intentional refl ection on the value of expe-
rience in education traced its roots back at least to the writings 
of Montaigne, Bacon, and Locke. He believed that as civilized 
societies advanced, they needed a formalized structure of edu-
cation for the young, but that this posed some inherent risks 
as the concepts and symbols of generalized education became 
increasingly abstract and less connected to life ’ s experience.  “ As 
societies become more complex in structure and resources, ”  he 
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wrote,  “ the need of formal or intentional teaching and learning 
increases. As formal teaching and training grow in extent, there 
is the danger of creating an undesirable split between the experi-
ence gained in more direct associations and what is acquired in 
school ”  (Dewey,  1923 , p. 11). Dewey believed that for formal edu-
cation to retain its relevance, it had to connect experientially the 
learner to the greater society for which the learner was being pre-
pared. Consequently, it is in the interest of professionals involved 
in formal education, the students who participate in it, and the 
greater society that supports it to be intentional about connecting 
experience with formal education. 

 Jean Piaget, a well - established and respected biologist, dec ided 
midcareer to refocus his attention on learning and education. 
He came to believe in the value of experience based on his inter-
est and research in cognitive development. According to Piaget 
( 1972 ), to maximize the value of learning and make it more 
meaningful requires the student to go beyond merely listening 
and to engage in self - discovery:  “ To understand is to  discover, or 
reconstruct by rediscovery, and such conditions must be complied 
with if in the future individuals are to be formed who are capable 
of production and creativity and not simply repetition ”  (p. 20). 
The teacher is most useful as a guide who has confi dence in the 
student ’ s ability to learn on his or her own. This is not to deni-
grate the potential value of the lecture format, for example. It 
may very well be a necessary condition for some types of learning, 
but it may not be a suffi cient condition to maximize learning. 

 The natural sciences have long understood the value of test-
ing hypotheses through experimentation and refl ecting on the 
implications of the experiment — a form of experiential learning. 
Both words share the same Latin root,  experiri,  meaning  “ to test, 
try. ”  The natural and social sciences place a high premium on 
empiricism, which has its roots in the philosophical work of John 
Locke and David Hume, who held that the source of human 
knowledge is derived from the senses. If empiricism is at the core 
of the scientifi c method and if the social sciences aspire to be 
 “ scientifi c, ”  as the name suggests, using experiential education 
seems both natural and congruent with this orientation. 

 Service - learning is a subset of experiential learning. It incor-
porates experience as a venue for learning and serving in a 
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 manner that is mutually benefi cial to all parties involved in terms 
of meeting their respective goals and needs. The degree of reci-
procity attained is one measure of its success. Service - learning is 
a goal to which State and Local Government at Wartburg aspires. 
Sometimes those aspirations are met, and sometimes they are 
not. The challenge is to create a learning environment that maxi-
mizes the potential for service - learning to be practiced.   

  Describing and Employing 
Triangulated Learning in  STAT E A N D 
LO C A L GO V E R N M E N T  
 Triangulated learning seeks to integrate knowledge and infor-
mation primarily from three sources: text and other academic 
materials, current events from reputable news sources, and site 
placement learning experience to help the student understand 
better the intricacies of state and local government. How stu-
dents make the connection is highly variable depending on their 
level of competence with respect to all three learning venues, but 
it must be made in a coherent manner that demonstrates their 
capacity to engage in critical inquiry by taking knowledge and 
information from one domain and transferring and applying it 
to another domain and conversing about it intelligently. 

 The fi rst two parameters may be discussed fairly quickly, 
as they are widely applied in college and university classrooms 
throughout the country, and their value in the academy is largely 
assumed. It is not the purpose of this chapter to challenge or 
undermine that assumption, but rather to identify potential limi-
tations and how those limitations might be mitigated using the 
other two approaches. Most textbooks on state and local govern-
ment tend to be descriptive and not very theoretical. But with 
few exceptions, the description tends to be a general overview of 
institutional frameworks and processes that have relatively little to 
do with the particulars of a given locality. Both current events dis-
cussions and experiential learning projects, when appropriately 
overlaid with the text, can enrich its value by providing specifi c, 
concrete examples that can bring the material in the text to life. 

 Current events offer the opportunity to bring relevant news of 
the day to classroom discussion, but the media sources from which 
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they are derived normally do not put them in a context most useful 
for an academic discussion. To account for this limitation, a work-
sheet template has been developed for students to complete prior 
to class. Items that the students are asked to address in the work-
sheet include: How does the current event relate to the topic? How 
does the news source inform your understanding of the topic as 
presented in the assigned reading? How does the assigned reading 
help you understand better the story covered in the news source 
you have identifi ed? In what ways might this topic pertain to your 
site placement and experiential learning? It is relatively rare that 
multiple students identify the same news source and the same 
theme in the text. Consequently there is the potential for a discus-
sion that is based on the individual  “ expertise ”  that each student 
brings independently to the discussion based on events he or she 
has self - identifi ed as relevant to the general topic or theme. 

 The third side of the triangle, site placement, experience -
 based learning, creates a situation where each student is placed in 
an environment that gives him or her the opportunity to learn in -
 depth about a particular aspect of state or local government. Like 
the current events worksheet format, the site placement offers each 
student the opportunity to bring his or her own learning experi-
ences to the conversation. The site placement experience pro-
vides each student with a particular perspective on state and local 
govern ment that refl ects the culture of the site where the student 
is placed. The students develop over the course of the term a sense 
of that culture, which they are able to bring to bear in the discus-
sions pertaining to the other two sides of the learning triangle. 

 The experiential component of the triangle is a greater chal-
lenge to manage compared to the selection of a textbook and the 
design of a worksheet. The fi rst management challenge involves 
communications. However the experiential learning experience 
is organized, the complexity of communication is increased at 
least threefold. With two individuals involved (the instructor and 
the student), there are only two lines of communication that need 
to function effi ciently: communication from the instructor to the 
student and from the student to the instructor. Experienced 
teachers know that this relatively straightforward and simple com-
munications network can be diffi cult enough to  manage. When a 
community partner is brought into the communications network, 
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this adds four more lines of communication that have to be man-
aged: the two - way communication between the instructor and the 
community partner and the two - way communication between 
the student and the community partner. These last two lines can 
be especially problematic in terms of ensuring that the relation-
ship meets the course goals. 

 The second management challenge (which is interdependent 
with the communications challenge) is logistical. Identifying and 
securing sites for placing students that provide an appropriate 
learning environment and an opportunity to add value to the 
organization with their presence is not a simple task. An appro-
priate learning environment is necessary if the experience is to be 
truly educational. Adding value to the organization is necessary if 
the participation of the community partner is to be sustainable 
over time measured in years. When both of these are present, the 
probability for service - learning to occur increases signifi cantly. 

 If this learning triangle is constructed and implemented appro-
priately, then all sides of the triangle may complement one another 
and create a service - learning environment that brings at least three 
different dimensions to the educational enterprise. The text serves 
as a common point of reference for all. It provides a common lan-
guage and context that is a necessary condition for fruitful intellec-
tual dialogue. The worksheet allows each student the opportunity 
to identify a current event he or she fi nds interesting and how it 
relates to the common topic presented in the text. The experi-
ential learning site placement allows the further development of 
expertise from the vantage point of a specifi c governmental orga-
nization. This is the essential design for the course. The challenge 
is to make the course operational in a manner that maximizes the 
learning outcomes intended in the rationale and design.  

  The Service -  Learning Model in  STAT E 
A N D LO C A L GO V E R N M E N T   at Wartburg 
College 
 Wartburg College is located in Waverly, part of the Iowa Cedar 
Valley. A community of approximately ten thousand, Waverly 
has a robust municipal government and is the county seat of 
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Bremer County. Abutting Bremer County is Black Hawk County. 
Its county seat, Waterloo, with a population of more than sixty -
 eight thousand, is only fi fteen miles from Waverly. Consequently, 
numerous local government organizations at both the municipal 
and county levels offer the potential for student placements. 

 Wartburg College is a small, private college in the liberal 
arts tradition with approximately eighteen hundred students. 
The students who enroll in State and Local Government span 
a range of academic majors and interests. As a 200 - level course, 
it tends to attract fi rst -  and second - year students who are con-
sidering political science as a major or minor area of study. But 
students from business and fi nance, community sociology, and 
communication arts also routinely populate the course. It is not a 
group of students who aspire to careers in state and local govern-
ment, although some come to that conclusion by the end of the 
term. In short, the student profi le for the course is not one that 
would lend itself to a preprofessional fi eld placement or intern-
ship format. 

 Matriculated students register for courses only once a year 
(in March) for the following academic year. (Students may add 
and drop classes after that, and new students register during the 
summer, but the general constellation of students for State and 
Local Government has remained relatively stable over the years 
after March registration.) In addition, I can go online and see 
an abbreviated profi le of the students enrolled. This gives me 
the advantage of knowing well in advance what the likely compo-
sition of the class is going to be. 

  Advance Preparation 
 The fi rst decision to make is a determination of what organiza-
tions and agencies to include as potential site placements. Dur-
ing the fi rst few years, I made an effort to restrict site placements 
to offi cial government agencies. Although the large majority of 
site placements remain government agencies, other organiza-
tions have been included as site placements as well. There are 
two primary reasons for this, and both have to do with develop-
ing a more comprehensive picture of how different types of orga-
nizations serve the public, whether they are offi cial government 
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agencies or nongovernmental organizations that may or may not 
receive funding to fulfi ll public needs. One reason is that priva-
tization of government services has affected local government. 
For example, Bremer County used to own and operate what was 
euphemistically called the  “ county poor farm ”  to serve an indi-
gent population with little in the way of a social safety net. These 
same services are now provided by a variety of nongovernmen-
tal organizations that are partially funded by the county and state 
to pay for services that the county once provided. The second 
reason is that some organizations provide services that are per-
ceived as highly desirable by local government, but due to cer-
tain regulations and other legal aspects, it is more convenient to 
have these services provided by a nongovernmental organization. 
The Waverly Area Development Group is an example of this type 
of organization. Part of its responsibility is to provide economic 
development assistance, and in this role, it works closely with city 
offi cials, both elected and professional staff. 

 The communication network begins to be constructed at 
least fi ve or six weeks before the term in which the course is 
being taught. This communication is between the potential site 
supervisor and me as the instructor and between the student and 
me. The fi rst effort is to contact individuals in state or local gov-
ernment positions who have served as site supervisors in the past. 
Experience has taught me never to assume that because an indi-
vidual has agreed to serve as a site supervisor previously, he or she 
is in a position or cares to do so again. This information provides 
the base for determining how many, if any, new site placements 
may be needed. If new placements are needed, I recruit replace-
ments with letters, personal visits, and telephone calls. This pro-
cess is less demanding than it may appear on its face because of 
relationships I have built throughout eighteen years of teaching 
and civic engagement in the Cedar Valley. 

 Critical to a successful service - learning site placement is a 
clear understanding at the outset about what I expect from stu-
dent placements. The best opportunities from the student ’ s 
perspective are those that allow him or her to work with senior 
management and offer the opportunity for the student to 
develop an appreciation of how the work undertaken integrates 
into a broader perspective on the operations of state and local 
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government. These may vary from a special project or activity of 
a more routine nature. The issue of reciprocity is also empha-
sized at the outset. The site placement candidates are encour-
aged to identify potential projects for students they think would 
be of value to their organizations, as well as provide students with 
a good learning opportunity. 

 Experience has taught me that student awareness of the 
course parameters prior to going into class is haphazard at best, 
catalogue copy notwithstanding. Consequently I send an e - mail to 
each student approximately three weeks before the course com-
mences, reminding them about the structure of the course and 
the expectation that they will spend at least two hours a week 
throughout the bulk of the term with a state or local govern-
ment organization where they will undertake some kind of proj-
ect designed by the site placement supervisor. This also gives me 
the opportunity to offer the students a list of potential site place-
ments and poll them to determine if there are particular types of 
state or local government organizations that they would like to 
experience. This invariably leads to the identifi cation of individu-
als interested in law enforcement or parks and recreation man-
agement, to name two examples. Students are also encouraged 
to arrange their own site placements if they have contacts. How-
ever, students are forewarned that they are not guaranteed their 
fi rst preference. A number of factors go into placements. This 
includes a breadth of placements that touch on different aspects 
of state and local government. Once students are assigned to a 
site, both the student and the supervisor are given a copy of the 
expectations students are to meet during the term, including a 
copy of the evaluation form the site supervisor will be asked to 
complete at the end of the term. In addition, the site supervisor 
is given a copy of the student self - assessment form each student 
will complete at the end of the term. 

 The purpose of this preterm communication is to establish 
a precedent for open channels of communication to encourage 
ongoing dialogue throughout the course of the term. There are 
two potentially negative consequences as a result of the preterm 
process. Some students, for a variety of reasons, drop the course 
prior to its start. It has also happened, although much less fre-
quently, that a site supervisor has felt it necessary to back out 
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of a commitment. In both instances, there is the risk of disap-
pointment by the other party. This also discounts the value of the
time and effort I put into the preterm work. But on balance, 
the potential risk is well worth the overall benefi ts that accrue 
to the quality of the course as a whole.  

  Implementation of the Pedagogy 
During the Term 
 The implementation of the pedagogy during the term in which the 
course is taught falls into three general stages that can be defi ned 
as orientation, implementation, and assessment and evaluation. 
These stages are linear but not discrete, as they bleed into each 
other in terms of both the process as a whole and the different 
rates at which students develop an understanding of the overall 
pedagogy. For example, one student may still be in the orienta-
tion stage, while another is in the implementation stage. Perhaps 
the most distinguishing characteristic of the three stages from a 
pedagogical perspective is the transference of teaching responsi-
bility from instructor to students. 

  F i r s t  S t a g e :  O r i e n t a t i o n 
 The fi rst few class sessions tend to be rather chaotic and bifur-
cated as the students employ the three components (text, current 
events, and site placement) in a discrete rather than integrative 
fashion. Student anxiety can be rather high for those who have 
little experience with a multidimensional learning format. To 
counter this anxiety, I have found it useful to adopt a coaching 
approach in which I encourage the student to view me as an ally 
in the journey through the course. But like a good coach, I must 
encourage the reluctant students to accept responsibility for their 
own success in this kind of learning environment. It is up to the 
student to connect the dots that ultimately form the learning tri-
angle. For the better students, this may take less than a week. For 
others, it may take up to three weeks. The length of time it takes 
is partially dependent on the degree to which students embrace 
the site placement opportunity and the degree of initiative they 
possess — two highly variable factors. Another factor is the avail-
ability of the site supervisor. 
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 One of the most important aspects of the course is the initial 
meeting between the student and the site placement supervisor. 
It is the student ’ s responsibility to make the initial contact and 
arrange a meeting. Students are asked to review the expectations 
of the site placement supervisor in terms of the project that will 
be undertaken, and they review with the site supervisors the eval-
uation form the supervisor will be asked to complete at the end 
of the term. The form also gives the student a concrete set of 
guidelines with respect to expectations regarding dress, attitude, 
and performance.  

  S e c o n d  S t a g e :  I m p l e m e n t a t i o n 
 The implementation stage takes up the bulk of the term. It is 
during this stage that the student develops a working relation-
ship with the site supervisor and staff, engages in a project, and 
attends meetings, including a city council meeting and a board 
or commission meeting relevant to the site placement when that 
is appropriate. One challenge for me during this phase is to 
ensure that the student, while at the site placement, is engaged 
in learning that pertains to the goals of the course. Two mecha-
nisms are used toward this end. One is the completion of weekly 
worksheets. The worksheet template explicitly asks the student if 
he or she is able to make some connection between the text, a 
current event, and the site placement. But the worksheet has its 
limitations in this regard. Its primary use is to generate a class 
discussion that allows students to develop a certain expertise 
and bring that to bear on whatever the topic for the day may be. 
Sometimes the topic and the site placement are too disparate to 
make a credible connection. 

 To compensate for the limitation of the worksheet, students 
are also required to submit journal entries. The entries are sent 
electronically at least once a week for the duration of the site 
placement. A review of these entries can give me a good sense 
of what the student is accomplishing and whether some type of 
intervention may be needed to ensure a maximum learning expe-
rience for the student. 

 Aside from the site placement work, this is also the stage 
where the textbook is used and I employ more traditional teach-
ing techniques in the classroom: lecture, discussion, exams, and 
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other familiar pedagogical devices. Little can be added regard-
ing these devices that is not familiar to most instructors of State 
and Local Government or college instructors in general. Perhaps 
it is worth noting that student - generated worksheet discussions 
are used to construct items on exams. This is intended to demon-
strate the degree to which I take seriously this aspect of the class-
room experience, and it encourages students to do the same. 

 Another important aspect of the orientation process is to edu-
cate the students about how to learn while at their site placement. 
Toward this end, I provide a brief introduction to ethnography 
and ethnographic research. There are three reasons for expos-
ing the students to an ethnographic approach. First, it gives them 
some tools about how to learn in a fi eld setting: what to look for, 
how to follow up on observations, and how to analyze or interpret 
observations. Analysis and interpretation focus mostly on caution-
ing students to understand the limits of their expertise and not to 
jump to faulty conclusions as a result. The second reason is that 
it gives the students some context for how to use their environ-
ment to its best learning advantage. For example, working near 
the water - cooler in an open area with active human traffi c may 
be much more productive than being isolated in a small offi ce 
in terms of learning about the cultural norms of the site. Third, 
students who have options about the types of work they may be 
asked to perform can exercise the options that maximize the 
value of the site placement from an ethnographic perspective. 

 One of the site placement learning devices that the students 
are required to employ is keeping a journal. Part of the orienta-
tion stage is teaching the students how to use good journaling 
techniques as tools for refl ection that can aid them in their eth-
nographic research and help them integrate the elements of the 
course. For this to be successful requires intentional work on my 
part to prevent receiving journals that simply record dates, times, 
and activities and not very different from a time sheet. Students 
are given literature about various benefi ts of journaling and what 
kind of journaling is appropriate to ensure intentional refl ection 
pertinent to the purpose of the site placement within the context 
of the course. 

 The journaling process is one way to evaluate the student ’ s 
capacity to understand successfully and use the triangulated 
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learning process. Below are two journal entry excerpts (uned-
ited) by the same student; the fi rst follows the fi rst site visit, the 
second follows the last.     

 In class, I learned much of the basic structure and responsibilities 
of a state government. I learned what decisions they have to make, 
how they make those, and how much of a direct impact they have 
on me. I learned that there are many ways these local branches 
coexist with the federal government, and how both work together 
to provide the best possible service to their constituents. Without 
the local governments as the backbone of our government, many 
of the great services that we take advantage of would be lost and 
our cities would be a much bigger mess. The reading simply 
managed to open my eyes as to all that these governments did. 

 My fi eld experience with the Waverly City Council and their city 
administrator  . . .  simply astonished me. My duties eventually will 
consist of preparing the agenda for city council meetings as well as 
putting together and reviewing budget reports. As a part of my fi rst 
day in the offi ce, I looked over the agenda for last week ’ s meeting. I 
was astonished as to the range of topics covered. 

! ! !

 I helped to assemble the agenda for the study session next council 
meeting. The new budget has just been recently released, which 
has also put a buzz in the council. Of course, the copier that I 
helped research the fi rst weeks was broken again, and the offi ce 
was back to attempting to decide whether to buy a new one. Mostly 
though, I learned that there is a tremendous amount of responsi-
bility invested in the city council. They have a huge budget, employ 
many people, and affect every single person in the city with what-
ever decision they made. I was amazed at how important all of the 
decisions they make are, and the experience has truly allowed me 
to appreciate how vital a good city council is to our city growing. 

 At the same time, I learned how to apply this to my home town, 
where I learned that Cedar Rapids is going through a budget 
crisis. They face the option of raising taxes drastically or making 
tough spending cuts. They have chosen the latter, and now must 
slash spending in all areas, angering a lot of people. This con-
nected greatly with the fi scal chapters that we studied in class on 
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 Wednesday, allowing me to understand how hard it is to simply take 
money from a program. Everyone feels that the money cut should 
be from the other program, not their own, which makes their job 
that much more diffi cult.   

 The level of analysis is more sophisticated in the second entry 
at several levels. The student makes connections between the 
site placement and the readings from the text and extrapolates 
from this learning to make inferences about policy decisions in 
his home town based on keeping up with current events there. 
There is strong evidence of triangulated learning in a service -
 learning environment.  

  T h i r d  S t a g e :  A s s e s s m e n t  a n d  E v a l u a t i o n 
 Just as it is important to prepare students for their site place-
ments so they can begin their site placement experiences well, it 
is equally important for the students to conclude their site place-
ments well. At least two weeks before the conclusion of the site 
placement work, students meet with the site placement supervi-
sor to review the status of the project in light of the remaining 
time and to set priorities about what the site supervisor would 
like accomplished in that time. This process helps maintain 
mutual understanding among all participants with respect to 
expectations. Before I made this an intentional part of the pro-
gram several years ago, one student simply stopped showing up. 
The student ’ s site supervisor, who had developed a positive work-
ing relationship with the student, called me to ask if the student 
had an accident or had otherwise come into some kind of unfor-
tunate situation. The student, for his part, thought the site super-
visor was aware that his placement had come to an end because 
he had successfully completed the project during the time allot-
ted. While this particular situation was ultimately resolved to the 
satisfaction of all parties, it became clear to me that a more inten-
tional focus on how the site visit should be concluded was just as 
important as how it was initiated, and this has been an integral 
part of the course since. 

 The site placement process culminates with the site supervisor 
completing an evaluation of the student and his or her work. In 
this evaluation, the supervisor begins by estimating the number 
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of hours the student was on site and describes the nature of the 
project the student undertook and its value to the organization. 
The supervisor then rates the student ’ s performance on a ten -
 point Likert scale regarding seven items that pertain to profes-
sionalism, dress, attitude, performance, initiative, responsibility, 
and whether the supervisor would like to work with the student 
again. The evaluation ends with an open - ended item asking the 
site supervisor to make any additional comments he or she thinks 
are relevant to the student ’ s performance and the experience 
in general. The survey is sent through the postal system with a 
stamped, return envelope. Completion rates by the site supervi-
sor have been close to 100 percent over the years. The following 
is typical of the kinds of open - ended responses site supervisors 
provide:  “ [Student X] displayed a professional and friendly atti-
tude during the entire experience. He represented both Wart-
burg and himself in an extremely positive manner. I enjoyed 
getting to know [student X] and wish him success in whatever 
profession he chooses. ”  Site supervisors tend to offer more reas-
surance than concrete information helpful in the evaluation pro-
cess. Nevertheless, such reassurance has its own value. 

 Students complete a self - evaluation at the conclusion of their 
site placement that replicates in part the evaluation form com-
pleted by the site supervisors (for example, on the nature of the 
project undertaken and the amount of time spent on the proj-
ect). If there are discrepancies in the descriptive data provided 
by the site supervisor and the student, further discussions ensue, 
although this happens very rarely, and in only a few instances 
over the years has reconciliation of the differences proved to be 
problematic. Because everyone knows what the expectations are 
and what evaluations will look like going into the project, there is 
relatively little opportunity for misunderstanding in this regard. 

 Much of the student self - assessment is open - ended and seeks 
to determine the quality of placement and supervision. Self -
 assessment items include (1) aspects of the project with which 
the student was most satisfi ed and least satisfi ed; (2) refl ections 
about what the student would do differently given what he or she 
knows at the end of the term if given the opportunity to start over; 
(3) refl ections on what the site placement experience contributed 
to the student ’ s understanding about state and local government; 
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(4) assessments of what the student learned about state and local 
government by undertaking the project; (5) what the student 
thought he or she learned that would not have been learned 
without the site placement experience; and (6) anything else the 
student wants to add about the experience. Below is a represen-
tative example of one student ’ s self - assessment as it pertains to 
questions 5 and 6.     

 5. What do you think you learned about state and local government 
that you would not have learned had you not undertaken an active 
learning project? 

 Obviously basically all the things in the prior question that I talked 
about are the things I would not have learned had I not had the 
active learning project. This is due to the fact that I would not have 
been directly working with all these issues. In addition to all the dif-
ferent aspects of state and local government already listed, I would 
not have had the opportunity to work with the people I met and to 
continue to improve my people skills and in this situation in the area 
of local government. Without the active learning I would have been 
limited to what I read in the books. While it was good information I 
fi nd that my project did a great job of reinforcing many of the things 
we learned in class and our books. As a result I was able to get a much 
stronger grip on many of the topics we covered this semester in class. 

 6. Is there anything else you would like to add? (optional) 

 The things I covered on this evaluation are not everything I have 
learned while at my internship. For a much more in - depth look at 
all the aspects see my journals and semester end project.   

 It is worth noting that the amount of student learning that 
takes place is sometimes not recognized by the site supervisor, 
and there have been times when the site supervisor has been 
almost apologetic that the student did not get more out of the 
experience. For example, the site supervisor of the student 
quoted directly above wrote the following:   

 [Student Y] is an extremely likable, intelligent young man. He 
was willing to do any job requested with very minimal supervi-
sion. The work we do is fairly routine but [student Y] never acted 

c12.indd   272c12.indd   272 5/11/09   4:24:02 PM5/11/09   4:24:02 PM



Triangulated Learning  273

bored. He also helped organize our health insurance packets for 
employees. 

 The discussion the Election Deputy and I had with him about 
 “ same day [voter] registration ”  eased our concerns. [The nature of 
these concerns was never stated.] 

 Thank you for the opportunity of working with [student Y].   

 Students are also asked to rank their educational experience 
on a fi fty - point scale. The self - evaluation is graded according to the 
quality of the responses measured in the student ’ s capacity to dem-
onstrate the skills of critical inquiry in terms of making connec-
tions between the placement experiences and the course content 
and taking a level of responsibility and ownership in the learning 
experience. This exercise is treated much like a take - home fi nal. 

 The fi nal three weeks of the term are devoted to the prep-
aration and presentation of student - led seminars in the fi eld of 
expertise they have cultivated over the course of the term. Part 
of the preparation includes identifying a suitable reading 
assigned to the class, which is intended to provide all participants 
some background information that permits an interactive discus-
sion. In recent years, the typical session begins with a PowerPoint 
presentation that describes the site placement experience and 
the project undertaken, how it relates to the material discussed 
in class over the course of the term, and a set of discussion ques-
tions. Students are expected to have enough material to engage 
the other students for at least thirty minutes, but normally ses-
sions last forty - fi ve minutes or longer. This experience reveals as 
few other methods of assessment can what the students learned 
and how engaged they were in the site placement. The interac-
tive and spontaneous nature of the seminar format allows stu-
dent presenters to demonstrate how much they know (or do not 
know). Each presentation is peer - reviewed using a ten - point Lik-
ert scale to assess preparation, clarity, coherence, discussion ques-
tions, and overall effectiveness. Students are also asked to identify 
the strongest and weakest parts of the presentation. These data 
are aggregated and shared with the presenter. The content of 
these student - led seminars serves as the basis for the fi nal exami-
nation of the term.  
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  M o v i n g  t o  A c t i v e  L e a r n e r s 
 The three stages of the course are designed to move the student 
ever increasingly to the role of active learner with shared teaching 
responsibilities. The assessment and evaluation tools are designed 
to aid in this process. Initially I placed less weight on the experien-
tial learning and peer evaluation portions of the course for two rea-
sons. First, there was uncertainty about what tools should be used 
to evaluate the site placement and how they would be used by site 
placement supervisors and students. Second, there was a sense that 
self - assessment and peer evaluation might result in grade infl ation 
that could distort the fi nal results beyond the norms acceptable to me. 
Confi dence in the tools and their use has increased over the years as 
both site supervisors and students have used them responsibly and 
effectively (it is not uncommon that site supervisors rate students 
higher than the students rate themselves in their self - assessment). 
Similarly, self - assessment and peer evaluation have produced results 
well within parameters the instructor fi nds appropriate.    

  Moving to an Institutional Emphasis 
on Service -  Learning 
 From my perspective, the triangulated learning model has cre-
ated a positive environment for service - learning to occur within 
the framework of the State and Local Government course at 
Wartburg College. But beyond this, there has been a larger insti-
tutional commitment to this pedagogy by the college as a whole. 
Testimony to this is the Voices piece at the end of the chapter 
by the president of Wartburg, which takes an institutional per-
spective on the evolution of service - learning on campus. Here 
the perspective is that of a faculty member. 

 In 2004, Wartburg College recognized the expanded interest 
of faculty in developing experiential learning courses including 
service - learning courses. While the college and certain members 
of the faculty have long advocated the expansion of this pedagogy 
throughout the curriculum, its growing use has brought addi-
tional challenges. First, many faculty members who experimented 
with service - learning saw and appreciated its advantages, but sim-
ply did not think they could afford the additional time and effort 
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that setting up a quality service - learning course required. Also, 
instructors who had been employing service - learning witnessed 
increasing  “ competition ”  for site placements, a potential source 
of disruption. In addition, there was increasing confusion in the 
community as different instructors from the college approached 
potential partners with different agendas according to their disci-
plinary or course - level needs. 

 To address this concern, the college administration took a 
proactive approach with support from the Eli Lilly Foundation to 
create the Center for Community Engagement (CCE). Currently 
the CCE has a full - time staff of four individuals: a community 
partners coordinator, a school partners coordinator, an intern-
ship coordinator, and a service trips coordinator. Most relevant 
for purposes of this chapter is the position of the community 
partners coordinator, although this model applies more or less to 
all staff members of the CCE. Once it was the responsibility of the 
individual instructor to set up site placements; that responsibil-
ity has started to shift to the community partners coordinator. In 
its fi rst year, the transition has worked quite well and has indeed 
shifted some of the logistical burden of setting up site placements 
away from the instructor. It is anticipated that as the community 
partners coordinator gains greater familiarity with the commu-
nity (this is only his second year at Wartburg) this opportunity 
for one - stop shopping for faculty will add considerable value to 
experiential learning courses by reducing the workload side of 
the equation for faculty members with respect to logistics. 

 There are also potential costs associated with the creation of 
an offi ce like the CCE beyond the obvious resource issues. First, 
the challenge to the instructor of remaining informed about the 
learning that is taking place on site and the relationship between 
the site supervisor and the student may be even more problem-
atic with the reduced level of contact between instructor and site 
supervisor. Second, the CCE is staffed by academic staff person-
nel, and these kinds of positions often experience relatively high 
turnover. Key to the development of a strong pool of potential site 
placements is the development of relationships between a repre-
sentative of the college and the site supervisors. Staff turnover pres-
ents challenges to maintaining the kinds of relationships that are 
necessary for maintaining a strong, sustainable pool of potential 
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site placements. On balance, the creation of the CCE has been 
met with approval by the faculty, but it is not a panacea. It requires 
an intentional approach on the part of the college or university to 
ensure that its structure and staffi ng are appropriate for both the 
institution and the larger community in which it resides.  

  Conclusion 
 At the start of the chapter, I indicated that service - learning is a 
pedagogy to which the instructor aspires. While the instructor 
can guarantee an experiential learning opportunity, he or she 
cannot guarantee a service - learning experience. This is the case 
because even if the course is implemented as an integrated learn-
ing experience, it involves collaboration among three individuals: 
the instructor, the student, and the site supervisor. As is true with 
any other collaboration, the capacity to turn aspiration into reality 
is dependent on the effort and understanding that all collaborat-
ing partners are willing to put into it. Consequently, it is possi-
ble in any given class to have some students for whom the course 
meets the service - learning threshold and some for whom it does 
not by virtue of a number of variables, including student initia-
tive, interest, and intellectual capacity. Simultaneously, the degree 
of understanding and skill that the site supervisors bring to the 
table is equally important. They have to understand the sense of 
reciprocity that service - learning entails and provide the opportu-
nity for students to engage in meaningful activities that add value 
to the organization if service - learning is to occur. My experience 
is that the more often state and local government professionals 
participate as site placement supervisors, the better they under-
stand the purpose of service - learning and the better able they are 
to provide a site placement experience that meets its pedagogical 
objectives. Finally, the instructor must be open and fl exible to the 
unexpected and be willing to serve as a broker and mediator to 
ensure that everyone is benefi ting from the experience. 

 There are no guarantees that the triangulated educational 
experience will be successful for every student. It requires 
the genuine commitment of all three partners: the instructor, the 
student, and the site placement supervisor. It means more work 
for the instructor than simply preparing lectures and otherwise 
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engaging the more traditional learning models. But it can also be 
much more interesting and rewarding for all parties. For the stu-
dents, it provides a learning experience that encourages them to 
take greater ownership of their education and challenges them 
to think about different contexts for learning and what that 
might imply about applying the skills of critical inquiry through-
out their lives. For site supervisors, it provides the opportunity 
to play a mentoring role to college students, an opportunity 
that may be underappreciated by instructors in the academy 
who work with talented college students on a daily basis. There 
have been several instances where site supervisors and students 
have remained in contact years after the student has completed 
the course. For the instructor, it creates a dynamic and exciting 
learning environment with new challenges and opportunities. It 
also creates closer relations between higher education and other 
signifi cant institutions in the community that can help foster a 
more positive community atmosphere of collaboration. 

 Skeptics frequently ask what evidence the practitioner has 
that service - learning is effective. By this, they normally seek to 
ascertain whether quantitative empirical evidence exists sup-
porting the view that the pedagogy improves learning. Others 
and I have addressed this topic at length elsewhere and need 
not repeat it here. Suffi ce it to say for purposes of this chapter 
that I am confi dent that triangulated learning has produced a 
more sophisticated understanding of the course content through 
an integrated learning process consistent with the higher - order 
learning outcomes suggested by the work of Dewey and Piaget. 
Student performance on exams, the quality of writing, feedback 
in course evaluations, and other means confi rm my professional 
judgment that this pedagogy provides a learning experience that 
transcends the traditional classroom model. 

 Parenthetically, it is worth noting a heuristic device that is 
widely cited (more than 700,000 results from a Google search, 
including scholarly references) as providing evidence that active 
learning techniques consistent with the theoretical perspectives 
of Dewey, Piaget, and many others lead to increased retention of 
what has been taught. This device, the learning pyramid of reten-
tion, is attributed to research associated with the National Train-
ing Laboratories in Bethel, Maine. According to this source, the 
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rates of student retention of knowledge increase dramatically as 
the degree of interactivity on the part of the learner increases. 
For example, the rate of retention for  “ lecture ”  (identifi ed as the 
least active form of learning) is reported to be 5 percent, while 
the rate of retention for  “ teaching others ”  (identifi ed as the most 
active form of learning) is reported to be 90 percent. Intuitively 
appealing as the learning pyramid may be, the research data sup-
porting these percentages seem nowhere to be found. I bring 
this to readers ’  attention because it is equally, if not more, impor-
tant that faculty members and scholars who employ active learn-
ing techniques including service - learning retain the same level 
of rigor in assessing the evidence mounted for its value that they 
employ for other types of research. To do otherwise is both a dis-
service to respect for the pedagogy and to the methodological 
standards of the social sciences.  
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  Voices: Partners in Service - Learning 
  The Waverly Light and Power and Wartburg 
College Partnership  
  G l e n n  C a n n o n  

 Waverly Light and Power values the relationship with Wartburg 
College and the students who partner with us daily. When we 
were fi rst approached by Wartburg on the idea of having students 
involved in our operation, I looked at it as time we would spend 
teaching them about what we do. Instead, we learn a great deal 
from the students, and they are an immense help in giving us 
fresh ideas and perspectives. In a large sense, the students keep 
us young. The students come to work in our building to be 
exposed to many different occupations and experiences. They 
are able to work around their college classes and outside activi-
ties. Waverly Light and Power gains a valuable person with fresh 
training and new ideas to help our experienced staff perform 
many tasks. In fact, much of the work we produce could not be 
accomplished without the help of the students. In our fi nancial 
area, a host of students over the years have helped design, imple-
ment, and update numerous reports for us. A few of these include 
our performance indicators (comparing our operations to that 
of others in our industry), outage records (tracking our annual 
electrical disturbances and the causes), and fi nancial models 
(which help us forecast our future fi nancial performance and 
are the basis for when we need to issue bonds and change rates 
and our energy effi ciency records) — comparing our customer 
take rate on various program offerings and the effectiveness of 
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each. We have also had students who worked on special projects 
like a summary history of our pioneering the development of soy-
bean - based transformer oil. One of our Wartburg students went 
on to work for the accounting fi rm of Virchow Krause and Com-
pany and initially worked on utility auditing. A side benefi t that 
we had never considered was the diversity that we gain from hav-
ing new students work with us. We have had students from Nepal, 
Rwanda, Colombia, and the Republic of Georgia. We also had a 
young woman from Ukraine who ended up with a C.P.A. and is 
working for a major insurance company in Des Moines. Two of 
our Wartburg students married each other. 

 We will continue to seek the partnership of the college and 
its students. The students routinely visit us after they have grad-
uated and share how their experiences helped them gain an 
understanding of the real world and how to prepare for it. It is in 
all respects a win - win situation. 

! ! !

 Glenn Cannon is general manager of Waverly Light and Power. 

  Service - Learning as an Institutional Priority at 
Wartburg College  
  J a c k  R .  O h l e  

 The power and authority of college and university presidents and 
chancellors is often exaggerated and misunderstood. But given 
the privilege of our perspective, we do have the opportunity to 
see the big picture of the workings of the institutions we serve. 
Following is one example of how this unique perspective permit-
ted the identifi cation of a need and the means used to mobilize 
the Wartburg campus community to help address that need. 

 When I became president of Wartburg College, one of the 
fi rst tasks I set for myself was to see what elements of the college 
aligned most closely with its mission:  “ Wartburg College is dedi-
cated to challenging and nurturing students for lives of  leadership 
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and service as a spirited expression of their faith and learning. ”  
My inventory led me to identify a few curricular offerings that 
embodied what I understood as elements of service - learning. 
Beyond the curriculum, I discovered in the Offi ce of Student 
Life a cocurricular Volunteer Action Center (VAC), which served 
as a clearinghouse for matching community needs with student 
interests. Student Life also had responsibility for facilitating the 
organization of service trips, which occurred during our fall and 
winter term breaks. Both initiatives had been created as a result 
of the work of the director of Wartburg ’ s Institute for Leader-
ship Education (ILE) by securing outside funding to help satisfy 
the needs of students involved in leadership education. But the 
primary responsibilities of the ILE are academic, and its focus is 
helping students meet the requirements for the Leadership Cer-
tifi cate Program, an academic minor in the college curriculum. 

 These were aspects of the college that spoke to its mission of 
 “ leadership and service ”  in a direct and compelling manner, but 
it seemed from my vantage point as president and as a result of 
conversation with various faculty and staff that these experiential 
activities were rather fragmented. Each had its own constituency of 
loyal advocates, but they focused on their individual needs, which 
at times led them to compete with one another, sometimes inadver-
tently, for resources and other forms of support. As a result, Wart-
burg was not maximizing the value these enterprises could add to 
the vibrancy of the college community as they might if there were 
a greater sense of collaboration and cohesion among them. 

 The opportunity to address this challenge came when Wart-
burg College was invited to apply for a grant from the Lilly Endow-
ment. To take full advantage of this opportunity required giving 
voice to the entire campus community in setting the agenda for 
how the grant might enhance Wartburg ’ s mission. The fi nal 
result was a campuswide initiative called  “ Discovering and Claim-
ing Our Callings. ”  One of the many contributions of this program 
has been to bring greater recognition of the value of collabora-
tion and coordination among curricular (such as service - learning 
courses) and cocurricular (such as service trips) activities per-
taining to leadership and service. This has helped to elevate to a 
higher level of consciousness the centrality of these activities to the 
mission of the college. 
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 Meeting this threshold required both symbolic and substan-
tive change. The campus community needed a concrete image 
that spoke of the college ’ s commitment to the mission, especially 
as it pertains to leadership and service. But it also had to produce 
results that confi rmed the commitment of resources to such an 
enterprise. To accomplish this effectively, the decision was made, 
after a year - long study of how best to integrate existing programs, 
to create a new entity on the campus, the Center for Community 
Engagement (CCE), and associate it closely with the ILE. The 
rationale for this decision was that many of the support services 
under the direction of the CCE were created to benefi t students 
working toward their leadership certifi cate. The creation of the 
CCE and its close association with the ILE was the end product of 
the effort to merge symbolic and substantive change. 

 The symbolism has been apparent to the campus community 
and beyond. The CCE and the ILE are colocated in a prominent 
public space on campus and staffed with signifi cant resources. 
In addition, with its own director, the CCE brings under one 
administrative structure the Volunteer Action Center, academic 
internships, service trips, and support for service - learning courses. 
Changes in administrative structure alone do not necessarily 
mean greater effectiveness, but preliminary response to the cre-
ation of the CCE has been positive by faculty members, students, 
and community members alike. We will continue to monitor all 
three constituencies to ensure that this trend continues. To date, 
the collaboration between the CCE and ILE has had a dramatic 
impact in increasing student involvement in both curricular and 
cocurricular activities, which fall under their respective leader-
ship portfolios. Record numbers of service trips and leadership 
students speak to the value of the new organizational structure. 
This is the direct result of the close professional relationship 
between the two directors and their ability to take advantage of 
the resources the other offers, to the mutual advantage of both. 

 Each institution of higher education has its own mission and 
unique set of circumstances, and it is not the purpose of these 
refl ections to offer a universal template formula for success. 
Rather, its purpose is simply to note that it behooves all of us 
in positions of leadership to take advantage of our unique per-
spectives to continually review what is already happening on our 
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campuses that effectively enhances our respective missions at 
the microlevel and do what we can to elevate them to a macro 
or institutional level. Such a strategy has the advantage of build-
ing bridges among various constituencies of the campus com-
munity because it acknowledges and rewards those among the 
faculty and staff most committed to the institutional mission. In 
this particular instance, it has had the further advantage of build-
ing bridges out into the broader community in which the college 
resides and serves. This has the potential to create a sum - plus 
environment to which all chief administrators should aspire. 

! ! !

 Jack R. Ohle is president of Wartburg College.  
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