
More than a conveyance: Altering perceptions 
of the urban riparian patchwork through 

service learning 

Adam Comer – Service Learning Program Manager 



Main Themes 

• Austin Youth River Watch History and Impact 
 

• Service Learning Program 
 

• Perceptions of the Urban Patchwork 
 

• Possible Solutions and ….the Future 



     Mission and Impact 

 
 

Austin Youth River Watch advances personal and academic 
achievement through environmental  

monitoring, education, and adventure. 

Founded in 1991, Austin Youth River Watch was formed to address the rising juvenile crime 
and drop-out rate through a unique approach - combining water quality monitoring and 
environmental education for “at-risk” high school students with an afterschool program.  

River Watch serves approx. 115 students from nine Austin ISD High Schools during the 
school year and summer 
 
75% are eligible for free or reduced lunch 
65%  Hispanic 
30% African-American 
Nearly 60% female 
 
 Leading to high school graduation…and cultivating a diverse 
group of future environmental stewards  



Service Learning Research 

Civic Engagement and High School Academic Progress: An Analysis Using NELS Data 
(Dávila & Mora, 2007) A review of data from the National Educational Longitudinal 
Study of 1988 (NELS) suggested that participation in civic engagement activities 
including voluntary community service, service- learning, and student government 
during high school years enhanced academic achievement. 

The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives of High School Dropouts 
(Bridgeland, Dilulio Jr. & Morison, 2006) 81% of respondents said that “if schools 
provided opportunities for real-world learning…it would have improved my chances 
of graduating from high school.” 

Service-learning is a teaching and learning method that connects meaningful 
community service experiences with academic learning, personal growth, and 
civic responsibility. 
 - http://www.dropoutprevention.org 



• 9 High Schools  

Core Program  

• Each HS meets once a week 
• Afterschool to 8pm 

• Water Quality Testing 
• Holistic Youth Development 
• Financial Aid & Literacy 
• Overnight EcoTrips 

Service Learning Program 
• 9 weeklong projects (One per HS group) 
• Afterschool and Volunteer Workday  
• Hands-on, substantive projects improving stream health and 

hydrological functioning  

• Paid a daily stipend   



Red – High Schools Blue – Water Quality Sites Green – Service Project Sites 



 
 

 
 
 









 









Real and Percieved Barriers  

 
 

“If paradise was early man’s greatest good, wilderness, as its antipode, was his greatest 
evil. In one condition the environment, garden-like, ministered to his every desire. In the 
other it was at best indifferent, frequently dangerous, and always beyond control.”  
- Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind 



“In the end, we will conserve only what we 
love, we will love only what we understand, 
and we will understand only what we are 
taught.” – Baba Dioum 



Who needs charismatic megafauna?... 











“Efforts to restore parts of Beaver Pond for improved fish and wildlife habitat only meet 
partial needs of the urban ecosystem. Immediate residents around Beaver Pond are 
disadvantaged by the current uses of the space, and feel unwelcomed and afraid to use 
the space. More inviting and clearly maintained natural areas could increase foot traffic 
and diversity of uses, increasing safety and enhancing the cultural and educational 
value of Thornton Creek to the community.”  
-Beem (2014) Connecting Urban Residents to Their Watershed with Green Stormwater 
Infrastructure: A case study of Thornton Creek in Seattle, Washington  
 
Rail-Trails and Safe Communities: The Experience on 372 Trails. National Park Service 
Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance Program, January 1998.iii Tammy Tracy & 
Hugh Morris.  
 “The research that has been conducted, along with anecdotal evidence, suggests 
that converting an abandoned rail corridor to a trail actually tends to reduce crime by 
cleaning up the landscape and attracting people who use the trail for recreation and 
transportation.”  
 “The study found that incidents of vandalism and burglary did not increase as a result 
of the trail.”  

 

Increased Engagement and Presence  



Methods to engage community in 
stream health and monitoring 

Interactive Signage  



A student created field guide 



Converted Intentional Habitats 



We prefer Unmanned Aerial 
Vehicle (UAV) – Stream mapping 

and monitoring 



Local Engagers of Urban Riparian Areas 



 
 

“I could show others what I learned.” 

“We helped build a healthier community.” 

“Worked with nature.” 

“In doing we learn.”- George Herbert, Poet  



http://www.riverwatchers.org 
 
Like us on  
 
 
Follow us on  

Learn more about our work and increasing impact 

http://www.ayrw.org/
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