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UNIT DESCRIPTION
‘The Cotter’ is the local name for the Cotter River, Cotter Dam, recreation and leisure area and the 
camping ground. The Cotter River and environs have been an important place for the people of the 
area for at least 21,000 years. The Cotter River corridor formed one of the many river corridor 
pathways for the Ngunnawal people and for the people from the surrounding tribes, on their annual 
migration to Tidbinbilla and the Southern Alps beyond. 

In 1908 the location was chosen for the national capital of Australia. In 1913 the Australian Capital 
Territory was proclaimed with Canberra as the national capital city. One of the main reasons the 
location was chosen was because of the permanent supply of reliable, clean, fresh water from the 
Cotter River. 

Work commenced on the damming of the Cotter River in 1912. The Cotter Dam was completed in 
1915. The Cotter River is believed to have been named after a former convict, Garrett Cotter. There 
is evidence of ’The Cotter’ becoming a focal recreation and leisure centre for the people of Canberra 
from about 1926. Since that time there have been modifications to the Cotter Dam and variations in 
the use of ‘The Cotter’ as a recreation and leisure area. 

This unit of work focuses on the social history of the Cotter region and connections to the people of 
Canberra.

BIG UNDERSTANDINGS
The Cotter River is an important part of the traditional life of Aboriginal people from the region.  

The pristine nature and reliable flow of the Cotter River made a major contribution to the decision to 
locate the Nation’s Capital, Canberra, in its current location.

Many understandings of the heritage of Canberra are centred on the stories and experiences of the 
people who have used ‘The Cotter’. 

‘The Cotter’ became a popular recreation and leisure destination for the people of Canberra after the 
Cotter Dam construction resulted in improved access to the area.  

ATTITUDES AND VALUES
In this unit students will have opportunities to: 

•  develop an interest in finding out about the history of Canberra and the surrounding areas over 
different periods of time

•  appreciate the intrinsic value of the natural world through the use of the natural environment as a 
recreational and educational resource and

•  act on their responsibility as consumers and citizens to conserve and manage environmental 
resources in ways that are fair to present and future generations. 

FOCUS QUESTIONS
• Where is the Cotter River? 

• What part did the Cotter River play in the selection of the site of the national capital? 
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•  How did Aboriginal people and early European settlers use the Cotter River prior to the 
construction of the Cotter Dam?

•  How did the Cotter Dam projects enhance the recreational and leisure opportunities of the 
Canberra community? 

•  What opportunities does the Cotter Dam enlargement provide for the Canberra community to 
reconnect with ‘The Cotter’? 

• How will you apply your knowledge and understanding to a contemporary situation? 

• How would you share your understanding of the use of the Cotter with the wider community?

ESSENTIAL LEARNING ACHIEVEMENTS

ELA 2 THE STUDENT UNDERSTANDS AND APPLIES THE INQUIRY 
PROCESS

In the early childhood band of development, students have opportunities to:

2.EC.3  ask questions and identify possible sources of information to seek answers

2.EC.9  follow suggestions to order and present data or information (e.g. grouping or sequencing, 
drawing, simple table, graph or timeline) and

2.EC.12 share and communicate observations, findings, ideas and understandings.

ELA 21 THE STUDENT UNDERSTANDS ABOUT AUSTRALIA AND 
AUSTRALIANS 

In the early childhood band of development, students have opportunities to understand 
and learn about:

21.EC.2  some places and landmarks in the local community and

21.EC.4  the stories of some people and events in Australia’s past.

In the early childhood band of development, students have opportunities to learn to:

21.EC.11  find out about people’s lives in the past by asking questions of people they know (e.g. find out 
what their parents’ lives were like when they were children).
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FOUR C’S MODEL FOR UNIT OF WORK 
DEVELOPMENT
Stages of learning sequence 

CONNECT 

Students engage with the unit of work. They:

• establish the purpose  

• identify prior knowledge and beliefs and address misconceptions and

• formulate questions for investigation.

CONTEXTUALISE 

The students discover new knowledge. They:

• develop skills and learning strategies

• engage in shared learning experiences and

• utilise primary and secondary sources of information.

CONCEPTUALISE 

The students develop understandings, make connections and apply learning. They:

• analyse, synthesise and plan areas for personal, group  or whole class investigation

• develop and follow a research plan and 

• provide evidence for conclusions.

COMMUNICATE

Students review and share what they have discovered.

This model of Unit of Work writing has been developed by Maureen Bartle, Education Consultant.
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UNIT DETAILS
BAND OF 
DEVELOPMENT

Early Childhood

YEAR LEVEL 2

HOST KLA/S History 

DURATION 8 weeks 

Stage of learning sequence
CONNECT

Focus questions
• Where is the Cotter River?

• What part did the Cotter River play in the selection of the site of the national capital?

Outcomes
Students will be able to:

• establish a personal connection with the Cotter

• formulate questions for investigation about  
‘The Cotter’

• use a map of the Canberra region to locate 
‘The Cotter’ and other places of interest  

• compare and contrast natural and built 
environments 

• provide evidence of how ‘The Cotter’ has been 
used by people for in excess of 21,000 years 
and

• explain the reasons why people may have 
different perspectives of a same event or place. 

Summative assessment tasks
Students will: 

• identify images of ‘The Cotter’ from a selection 
of recreation and leisure sites around Canberra

• sort images of ‘The Cotter’ into past and 
present using a Venn diagram and discuss 
what both have in common

• locate their school, suburb, Parliament house, 
‘The Cotter’ and another significant site on a 
map of Canberra and

• write a short response to the question ‘What 
part did the Cotter River play in the selection of 
the site of the national capital?’

continued...
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Teaching and learning experiences

Using a large image of Cotter Avenue, slowly reveal the picture as students identify familiar features and 
favourite places. Record responses to develop initial ‘picture’ of the area. Show and discuss other 
images of the area to stimulate discussions. Include the location, proximity to their suburb and reasons 
why people may go there.

Compile these responses in a whole class brainstorm and begin the construction of a ‘Word Wall’. 

Explain the purpose and the structure of a Topic Wheel as an ongoing record of understanding. Students 
complete the first entry to their Topic Wheel using pictures, labels and keywords. 

Critically analyse the images of the Cotter and categorise features such as natural and built, familiar and 
unfamiliar and old and new.  

Use the pictures as a stimulus for them to plan what they would do on an excursion to ‘The Cotter’: 

• go swimming

• walk along the paths

• read and use signs

• look for birds and animals

• have a barbeque

• walk the interpretive trail and

• use the viewing platform.

Create a class timeline of the ways people have used the Cotter River corridor, from approximately 
21,000 years ago to present day. Use words and images to mark points along the way. (Teaching Point: 
photographic evidence of ‘The Cotter’ covers just over 100 years, archaeological evidence covers 
millions of years). 

Investigate what makes a place special. Students to imagine they are at ‘The Cotter’ in their own special 
place and make an illustrated diagram of their special place. 

Brainstorm what sites are significant to members of the class. (e.g. Old Parliament House, Tidbinbilla 
etc) Compile a list of characteristics that make some places more special than others for lots of people. 

Using copies of the images, students create a class collage of ‘The Cotter’ sorting the images into 
natural environment and built environment. 

Use natural and built environment images to make a collage. Students draw, label and annotate the 
image to demonstrate their familiarity with the location and understanding of the built and natural 
elements. 

Using maps and satellite images of the ACT, demonstrate how to interpret maps. Draw attention to 
features such as symbols and keys, compass point, scale etc. 

As a whole class, locate the Cotter area, their school, home and a significant site on a map. Estimate 
and compare the distance from school to the Cotter with the distance from school to Parliament House. 
Discuss the relative distances.

Conduct a whole class shared reading of two or more historical texts, showing why Canberra was 
chosen as the final site for the national capital city. Discuss the reasons for the decisions and research 
the key people involved in the decision. Speculate on the feelings of the people involved in the decision 
and those living in the area at the time. Role play the events described in the texts. Whole class to make 
a wall chart listing the reasons why the national capital was located on the Limestone Plains and the 
importance of the Cotter River in the decision.
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Stage of learning sequence
CONTEXTUALISE

Focus questions
• How did Aboriginal people and early settlers use the Cotter River prior to the construction of the Cotter 

Dam?

• How did the Cotter Dam projects enhance the recreational and leisure opportunities of the Canberra 
community? 

• What opportunities does the Cotter Dam enlargement provide for the Canberra community to 
reconnect with ‘The Cotter’? 

Outcomes
Students will be able to:

• explain the uses of ‘The Cotter’ over time by 
different social and cultural groups 

• conduct searches for information using an 
appropriate range of sources 

• describe how evidence may be subjective and 
reflect the perspective of the source

• make judgements of their own by using 
historical evidence and

• recognise images of ‘The Cotter’ and describe 
what they would expect to find there.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• explain the uses of ‘The Cotter’ over time by 
different social and cultural groups 

• conduct searches for information using an 
appropriate range of sources 

• describe how evidence may be subjective and 
reflect the perspective of the source. 

• make judgements of their own by using 
historical evidence and

• recognise images of ‘The Cotter’ and describe 
what they would expect to find there.

Teaching and learning experiences

Historical records provide evidence that the Cotter River formed part of the system of river corridors, 
used by Aboriginal people on their annual migration to Tidbinbilla and the Southern Alps. The Cotter was 
an important trade route for Aboriginal tribes as well as a site for camping during travel. What similarities 
are there between how Aboriginals and early European Settlers used the Cotter area to meet their basic 
needs? 

Many traditional Aboriginal people were relocated from the area when the decision was made to site the 
national capital in the area we now know as Canberra. 

Retell the story of how Garrett Cotter came to be living ‘beyond the settlement limits’ on the Cotter River. 
As a whole class, develop a ‘Big Book’ retelling the story. 

Set up individual Cotter Learning Journals for students. Conduct an excursion to the Cotter Dam 
Discovery Trail. Student to draw and use key words to record what they see at each site and what they 
would like to learn more about. Take photos and other digital images for use later in the unit.

As a whole class, develop a timeline of the Cotter area, broadly categorising time into periods such as 
Pre-European, early European and Modern. Include images gathered on the excursion. 

Brainstorm understandings of what people living in the various time periods would see, hear, feel and do, 
on a typical day. Draw a set of four pictures or paragraphs showing what they imagine that time to be like 
under the headings of see, hear, feel and do. 

Students complete second entry to their Topic Wheel. 

Interview a person who has visited ‘The Cotter’ at some time in the past or use the profile of one of the 
Friends of the Cotter community group members. Students to ask the questions and complete a profile 
of the chosen person.  



Saving water for life: people and place 8 Saving water for life: people and place

Stage of learning sequence
CONCEPTUALISE

Focus question
• How will you apply your knowledge and understanding to a contemporary situation? 

Outcomes
Students will be able to: 

• develop and apply their research skills to a 
historical topic

• demonstrate their awareness of audience and 
purpose and the importance of these elements 
in constructing texts and

• demonstrate their understanding of current and 
past events at ‘The Cotter’ as a place of 
significance.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• contribute to the whole class collage and

• develop a text and illustration ‘then and now 
poster of ‘The Cotter’.

Teaching and learning experiences

Brainstorm significant places at ‘The Cotter’ and place on a matrix. Show who they are important to, why 
they are important, their significant features and their past, present and future relevance to the people of 
Canberra. Suitable places may include the interpretative walk, viewing platform, dam, Casuarina Sands, 
trout farm, pumping station, suspension bridge, Cotter Avenue, camp ground and the river corridor.

As a whole class, research, design and create a collage or a series of collages, using recycled materials 
to illustrate one or more of these places. Add appropriate annotations above and below the collage. 
Develop one or more paragraphs describing the site and its significance. 

Individually or in small groups, students will design and make a ‘Then and Now’ poster advertising ’The 
Cotter’ as a significant place to visit. Include information on the Cotter Dam enlargement and the 
recreation and leisure facilities. 
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Stage of learning sequence
COMMUNICATE

Focus questions
• How would you share your understanding of the use of the Cotter with the wider community?

• What did you learn from the project? 

• What would you change? 

Outcomes
Students will be able to: 

• share and communicate observations, findings, 
ideas and understandings

• reflect on their participation in their learning 
journey and what improvements they would 
make next time and

• describe their perceptions and experiences to 
an audience. 

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• participate in class presentation of the Cotter 
Collage as part of a whole school assembly or 
other appropriate forum

• complete a personal reflection evaluating the 
unit as a learning process 

• complete a personal reflection evaluating their 
own engagement and

• complete a personal reflection on ‘The Cotter’ 
as a historical and contemporary leisure and 
recreation venue. 

Teaching and learning experiences

Demonstrate and explain collage and posters to an audience. 

In small groups, discuss ways the Collage may be a source of information for the audience. 

Students complete third entry to their Topic Wheel. 

Students will reflect on the effectiveness of their participation in the learning journey in their learning 
journal.
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Teacher reflection and comments
What have I learnt from this Unit of Work?

What worked well?

What would I change next time?

Resources and tools
Image of Cotter Avenue including river and built recreational structures. e.g. playground, BBQs, etc

Cotter: Nature’s gift to Canberra by Michael Jones

Enlargement of the Cotter Reservoir and Associated Works – Environmental Impact Statement, February 
2009, Appendix M 

Garrett Cotter jigsaw work sheet

Topic Wheel


