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What does a Chicago River Service Learning Program look like? 
 

There is no one set design that will work for every teacher and every classroom of students.  There are 
choices you will need to make about where you want to focus, how much time you want to devote to the 
program, and how much the students will be the ones in charge of the direction of the program and 
service. 
 
However there are 4 main components to a successful Chicago River Service Learning Program: 
 
1) Building a sense of connection between students and the environment, specifically the Chicago 

River and its watershed.   
 

This can be thought of building your student sense of place to include the natural environment in 
which they live.   
 
• “[Sense of place is an]…experientially-based intimacy with the natural processes, community, 

and history of one’s place.” Matt Sanger, quoted in A Sense of Place by Daniel A. Kriesberg 
(1999) 

• “A sense of place is knowing the stories of the land where you live and feeling a part of those 
stories.” Daniel A. Kriesberg, A Sense of Place, 1999 

 
How do you build a sense of place?  There are a lot of possibilities.  The more variety the better as 
different experiences will affect different students.  Ideas include: taking a field trip to the river, 
spending time observing nature outside the school, investigating what your neighborhood looked like 
200, 100, and 50 years ago, taking time to journal and reflect, getting involved in service activities 
that benefit the environment. 
 
 

2) Taking a holistic approach to the study of the Chicago River and its watershed.   
 
The Chicago River is more than a natural area, home to fish, birds, dear, trees, and wildflowers.  The 
Chicago River was extremely important in the founding and expansion of the Chicago area.  The river 
can also be seen as a symbol of the way Chicagoans and suburbanites feel about and treat the natural 
environment.  To fully understand the importance of the Chicago River means understanding it from 
a historical, political, cultural and ecological standpoint.  Learning about the Chicago River is a great 
way to incorporate a variety of disciplines and learning styles. 

 
 



3) Connecting service directly to the curriculum. 
 

There are several options of how to incorporate service.  Perhaps the easiest way to incorporate 
service is for the teacher to decide ahead of time what the service will be.  Will it be participating in a 
river clean-up? or Developing an education campaign for the school? or Building a school garden?  
Choosing the service project ahead of time allows you plenty of time to plan for it and to figure out 
how to connect it to the curriculum.  The downside is that there may be less student buy-in because it 
is the teacher’s idea, not theirs.   
 
Another option is to let the students choose what they would like to do for a service project.  One way 
to do this is to give students a list and let them choose from it.  This affords you some control over the 
process while still giving students some choice.  A third option is to help your students analyze the 
problems faced by the river and some of the possible ways to address these problems and to then have 
your students choose and design their own service project.  This takes a lot of flexibility on the part of 
the teacher, but allows the students the most space for creativity and ownership. 

 
 
4) Incorporating times for reflection and celebrating. 

 
Reflection lets students synthesize what they have learned, how their attitudes have changed, how 
they feel about their service and about themselves.  It is an important time for students to think about 
the big questions: Who am I? What makes me feel accomplished?  What skills do I need to improve? 
How do I make a difference to the people and places I interact with? 
 
Taking time to celebrate at the end of a service program gives students a sense of accomplishment.  It 
also builds bonds that will only help future educational and service endeavors.   



Service Learning Rubric 
 

Elements of 
Service-Learning 
Project-Based  
Instruction 
 

Beginning Developing Advanced 

Preparation  Teacher has 
determined entry 
points in 
curriculum. 

Teacher has determined entry 
points in curriculum. 
  
Teacher has assessed student 
interest and motivation to 
participate in service-learning 
project. 

Teacher has determined entry points in curriculum.  
 
Teacher has assessed student interest and 
motivation to participate in service-learning project.  
 
Teacher has prepared some scaffolding activities to 
introduce students to community issues and needs. 
 

Student Voice Students are 
encouraged to 
contribute 
opinions and 
concerns about 
community issues 
and needs. 

Students are encouraged to 
contribute opinions and 
concerns about community 
issues and needs. 
 
Students contribute ideas 
about plans for service-
learning experience and 
suggest modifications to 
enhance learning. 
 

Students are encouraged to contribute opinions and 
concerns about community issues and needs. 
 
Students contribute ideas about the 
service-learning experience and suggest 
modifications to enhance learning. 
 
Students assist in the design of all phases of the 
project. 

Collaboration Teacher has made 
contact with 
organizations that 
may be willing to 
collaborate. 

Teacher has made contact 
with organizations that may 
be willing to collaborate. 
 
Community partners have 
been established.  
 
Teacher/students 
communicate with partners 
about service and learning 
goals. 
 

Teacher has made contact with organizations that 
may be willing to collaborate.  
 
Community partners have been established. 
Teacher/students communicate with partners about 
service and learning goals. 
 
Communication and interaction exists with 
community partners throughout project. 

Curriculum 
Integration 

Service Learning 
project is 
connected to 
content-area 
standards.  
 
Activities require 
students to use 
and/or further 
develop one or 
more content-area 
skills. 
 

Service Learning project is 
strongly and logically 
connected to content-area 
standards. 
 
Activities require students to 
use and/or further develop one 
or more content-area skills. 
 
Standards to be addressed 
have been identified. 
 

Service Learning project is strongly and logically 
connected to content-area standards. 
 
Activities require students to use and/or further 
develop one or more content-area skills. 
 
Standards to be addressed have been identified. 
 
Various assessment strategies are used to target 
specific standards. 
 

Service  
 
 
 

Service experience 
is a single task or 
event.  
 

Service experience has been 
broken down into steps or 
parts. 
 

Service has been broken down into manageable 
tasks.  
 
 



Service (con’t) Students participate in and 
complete one or more of the 
steps or parts. 

Students participate in and complete one or more of 
the steps or parts. 
 
Students document that they have fulfilled part of 
CPS 40-hour service- learning requirement. 
 

Reflection  Some class time is 
devoted to 
structured 
reflection 
activities. 

Some class time is devoted to 
structured reflection activities.  
 
Reflection opportunities exist 
before, during, and after 
service. 

Some class time is devoted to structured reflection 
activities.  
 
Reflection opportunities exist before, during, and 
after service.  
 
Multiple methods of reflection are employed and 
may allow students to choose the form of 
expression i.e. journal, portfolios, artwork, 
photography, drama. 
 

Assessment Assessment is 
limited to 
achieving 
particular goals or 
addressing specific 
standards. Students 
are made aware of 
expectations at the 
onset. 

Assessment is limited to 
achieving particular goals or 
addressing specific standards. 
 
Students are made aware of 
expectations at the onset.  
 
Frequent feedback is given in 
the form of comments, praise, 
and suggestions for 
improvement. 
 

Assessment is limited to achieving particular goals 
or addressing specific standards. Students are made 
aware of expectations at the onset.  
 
Frequent feedback is given in the form of 
comments, praise, and suggestions for 
improvement. 
 
Multiple assessment strategies are used. 
Evidence of learning from a variety of sources. 

Celebration   Service learning experience is celebrated and 
acknowledged through a presentation to an 
audience.  
 
Students, teacher, & community partners determine 
presentation style & audience collectively. 
(Example: video shown at a parent night.) 
 

Evaluation Teacher evaluates 
Service Learning 
project for impact 
on student learning 
and the 
community. 

Teacher evaluates Service 
Learning project for impact on 
student learning and the 
community.  
 
Teacher works with 
colleagues and community 
partners in evaluation process. 
 

Teacher evaluates Service Learning project for 
impact on student learning and the community.  
 
Teacher works with colleagues and community 
partners in evaluation process. 
 
Documentation of evaluation process and outcomes. 

Professional 
Development 

  Service Learning project is used as a tool for 
professional development.  
Successful and effective projects are inspirational! 
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