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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 later adolescence band of development, students have opportunities to:

2.LA.1 understand the possibility of multiple perspectives and partial explanations of phenomena being 
investigated

2.LA.4 compare and select suitable models or inquiry forms, prepare plans for managing and monitoring 
investigations (e.g. level of collaboration and allocation of tasks) and record any adjustments to 
their plans (e.g. using an inquiry journal, spreadsheet or flow chart) and

2.LA.13 present and discuss their investigation using appropriate representations, conventions and 
terminology specific to the discipline.

ELA 21 THE STUDENT UNDERSTANDS ABOUT AUSTRALIA AND 
AUSTRALIANS 

In the later adolescence band of development, students have opportunities to 
understand and learn about:

21.LA.1 natural and human processes that form and transform Australian environments over time

21.LA.4 the events, people and movements that shaped the development of Australia and the contexts in 
which events and actions occurred and

21.LA.5 contemporary and future issues and challenges facing Australian society.

In the later adolescence band of development, students have opportunities to learn to:

21.LA.7 select and apply geographical tools and processes to gather, interpret and present geographical 
information on Australia and

21.LA.9 sequence historical events and relevant contextual information to explain and create narrative 
accounts of Australia and Australians.
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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
EVERY CHANCE TO LEARN 
BAND OF DEVELOPMENT

Later Adolescence 

YEAR LEVEL 10

KLA 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:

• show all locations considered for the national 
capital on a historical map of New South Wales 
and identify key reasons behind the selection of 
the site for the national capital in terms of its 
geography 

• use current and historical evidence to 
demonstrate the relevance of the Cotter River 
in the choice of national capital city

• identify and document the groups of people 
who have used the Cotter River over the last 
21,000 years

• explain changed use over time in terms of 
social, cultural, economic and political factors 
and

• describe familiar sites of significance and 
interest at ‘The Cotter’.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• develop a full page advertisement of The 
Queanbeyan Age proclaiming the 
announcement of the choice of Canberra as 
the national capital and include the relevance 
of the Cotter River and some of the social and 
cultural benefits foreseen for the people of the 
area

• locate, select and use appropriate historical 
records from a range of sources 

• examine resources for bias, subjectivity and 
objectivity

• acknowledge intellectual property of others and 
use referencing conventions

• write letters to The Queanbeyan Age from the 
perspectives of people living in the area, at the 
time of the announcement in November 1908, 
including a farmer on the limestone plains and 
a business man in the town of Queanbeyan

• map and label sites of interest at ‘The Cotter’ 
and

• develop a document promoting ‘The Cotter ‘as 
a tourist destination. 

continued...
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Teaching and learning experiences

Brainstorm a list of sites in Canberra that are significant to students and their families. Discuss what 
makes a site significant. 

Identify ‘The Cotter’ as a significant area. Discuss the term as the vernacular used by the people of 
Canberra for the local area. 

Identify reasons why the Cotter would be significant to different groups of people within the community 
e.g. pristine water supply, natural recreation and leisure area. Use a graphic organiser (e.g. 5 Whys 
Graphic Organiser) to identify the reasons for the popularity of the area. Develop and prioritise a list of 
statements describing the significance. Students to end with a summary statement of their connection to 
‘The Cotter’. 

Research the term ‘heritage’ using a wide range of resources (books, internet, etc). Replicate and 
explain the criteria for placing a site on the heritage list and what that then entails. List important heritage 
sites around the ACT and identify the reasons they are important to our history.

Students to examine the location of the Cotter River using topographic and satellite maps. List the other 
dams in the region of the Australian Capital Territory (ACT).  Document statements about purpose, e.g. 
ornamental, recreation, water supply. Discuss the concepts of catchment area, pristine water supply and 
location as factors in the decision to construct a dam. 

Research the significance of the Cotter River in the decision to develop Canberra as the site of the 
national capital. Use a variety of print and digital sources of information. Identify and account for different 
perspectives of the event to the people of the time. Write letters to The Queanbeyan Age from the 
perspectives of people living in the area at the time of the announcement in November 1908, including a 
farmer on the limestone plains and a business man in the town of Queanbeyan.

Conduct an excursion to the Cotter Dam Discovery Trail. Take photos and video footage, make notes 
and an illustration of observations for later use as primary evidence. Map and label sites of interest 
including Casuarina Sands, Cotter Avenue, the camping ground, the interpretative trail, viewing platform, 
trout hatchery, suspension bridge, the Cotter River and Paddy’s River. 

Construct an A3 poster, PowerPoint, webpage or collage that markets ‘The Cotter’ as a tourist 
destination. Base the promotion on information they have gained from the excursion and other sources. 
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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:

• outline the process of a historical inquiry, 
choose, locate, use and reference appropriate 
resources

• understand what makes things significant or 
gives them heritage value and the use of 
consistent criteria to determine historical 
significance

• use evidence to describe the events, people 
and movements that shaped the development 
of the Cotter area 

• link these events to the growth and 
development of the city of Canberra

• make informed statements about the groups of 
people involved in this development

• identify and analyse some of the values and 
attitudes of the people of the time

• discuss the social, cultural, economic and 
some of the political events of the times

• evaluate the contemporary and future issues of 
leisure and recreation challenges for the Cotter 
region

• identify natural and human processes that have 
formed and transformed the area over time

• discuss the effect of the 2003 bushfire on ‘The 
Cotter’ from a range of perspectives and

• use evidence to discuss ‘The Cotter’ pre and 
post the construction of the Enlarged Cotter 
Dam.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• investigate and develop a flow chart for the 
historical inquiry process

• describe the Aboriginal artefact salvage 
operation as a method of historical inquiry

• investigate, analyse and summarise the 
Executive Summary of the Environmental 
Impact Statement 

• develop a matrix to show the cultural, social, 
economic and political situation of the people 
who use the Cotter River corridor over time

• develop a personal profile of Garrett Cotter and 
at least two other significant people from the 
same era

• construct a timeline of significant events at  
‘The Cotter’ from 1910 to the present day

• document a comparison of an event on 1926, 
or similar event, and the present day

• write a biographical account of what life may 
have been like for a student at the Cotter Tent 
School

• identify the factors in the impact of the 2003 
Canberra bushfires on ‘The Cotter’ 

• construct a timeline of significant periods in the 
development and modification of the Cotter 
Dam and

• describe the pressures that brought about the 
changes and the resultant recreation and 
leisure opportunities for the city of Canberra.

continued...
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Teaching and learning experiences

Develop a flow chart to describe the process of conducting an historical inquiry.

Investigate the processes and procedures of the Enlarged Cotter Dam Aboriginal artefact salvage 
operation and map them on a flow chart. 

Analyse and summarise the Executive Summary of the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the 
Enlarged Cotter Dam project. Investigate the legislative requirements and the need for an EIS for 
developments of this scale. 

Investigate the cultural, social, economic and political situation of the people who have used the Cotter 
River corridor over three periods of time: traditional Aboriginal, early European Settlers and people of the 
modern day. Develop a matrix to show similarities and differences.

Research the significant events at ‘The Cotter’ and construct an annotated timeline, in ten yearly 
intervals, from 1910 to the present day. Include events like the development of the tent school, and the 
strike over clean drinking water. 

Students to produce a Venn diagram comparing the image of people at the Cotter Dam in 1926 (p 35 of 
the EIS) to what it was like on the day of their excursion. Discuss the similarities and differences. Write a 
statement of comparison. 

Using the image of the Cotter Tent School on pg 104 of Cotter: Nature’s Gift to Canberra, students to 
write a biographical account of being a student at the Cotter Tent School in the early 1900’s. Discuss 
where you would have lived, what job your father might have had, where you got food and supplies and 
what you did for entertainment.

Using historical records available at the National Library of Australia and other places, www.trove.nla.gov.au 
produce an annotated timeline of the Cotter Dam projects from 1912 to 2010. The annotations are to 
detail three main issues that arose at each project commencement and ways that the issues were 
addressed (e.g. need for water supply in 1912, growing population and mitigating the unpredictability of 
climate change in 2010). At the same time record how the Cotter Dam provided recreation and leisure 
opportunities for Canberra as part of the process.

Students to research the impact of bushfires on the connectedness of the Canberra community to the 
leisure and recreation opportunities provided by the Cotter area using EIS Vol 2 pg 15 – 21. For example 
houses, bridges, walkways, old trees and the pub were destroyed.
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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:

• identify a topic and define the requirements of a 
historical inquiry

• research, analyse and synthesise material 
relevant to their needs and

• develop a document showing the past and the 
present.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• use historical evidence to develop a series of  
signage telling the story of ‘The Cotter’ as 
arguably the most significant factor in the 
development of the modern city of Canberra. 
The signs will cover the period from about 
21,000 years ago to the present day.

Teaching and learning experiences

Clarify the requirements and conventions of conducting a historical inquiry.

Research and using primary and secondary sources of information, both digital and print.

Use historical evidence to develop a series of signage (at least six individual signs) telling the story of 
‘The Cotter’ as arguably the most significant factor in the development of the modern city of Canberra. 
The signs will cover the period from about 21,000 years to the present day (post Cotter Dam 
enlargement).

Identify three themes such as safe, clean reliable water; social and cultural events; daily life; recreation 
and leisure; developing legislative requirements, or other suitable topics. Using colour codes to 
distinguish the themes, address these three areas on each of the signs. 
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Stage of learning sequence
COMMUNICATE

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

• What did you learn from the project? 

• What would you change?

Outcomes
Students will be able to:

• present their project describing the historical 
inquiry process

• present and discuss their investigation using 
appropriate representations, conventions and 
terminology specific to the discipline

• discuss the problems and solutions they 
experienced in accessing evidence and

• make useful observations about the Enlarged 
Cotter Dam process and its contribution to the 
recreation and leisure opportunities for the 
people of Canberra.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• present their research as a Learning Journey or 
exhibition to a variety of audiences including 
peers and adults 

• reflect on the unit of work and culminating 
project as a useful strategy to develop research 
skills and develop knowledge and 
understanding and

• reflect on their connection to ’The Cotter’ and 
on the legacy of the Enlarged Cotter Dam.  

Teaching and learning experiences

Awareness of the implications of audience and purpose in making presentations.

Developing an appropriate style and structure for making key points.

Develop a set of criteria for a personal reflection on a project of this nature.

Develop a set of criteria for reflecting on their learning and increased connection to ‘the Cotter’.
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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
Topographic maps of Cotter region

Cotter: Nature’s Gift to Canberra by Michael Jones

Enlargement of the Cotter Reservoir and associated works Environmental Impact Statement and 
summary document

‘5 Whys’ work sheet

Location of Aboriginal heritage sites work sheet

Venn diagram template

Garrett Cotter jigsaw work sheet

Stakeholder action flow chart work sheet

Cotter: Natures gift to Canberra by Michael Jones

Important sites within the Cotter environment worksheet

What is heritage? work sheet

Newspaper articles about the region during dam construction (from National Library archiving project) 


