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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 Later Childhood

YEAR LEVEL 5

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’

• be familiar with ‘The Cotter’ as a special place 

• identify their existing knowledge, predict and 
formulate questions for investigation 

• be able to locate ‘The Cotter’ and other key 
points on a map of the Canberra area 

• be able to compare and contrast natural and 
built environments 

• explain how the Cotter River has probably been 
used by people for at least of 21,000 years

• recognise that historical evidence may be 
subjective due to the perspective of the source 
and

• make judgements of their own by using 
historical evidence.  

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• choose images that are appropriate to ‘The 
Cotter’ of the present day

• make a collage, label and caption, justifying 
inclusion of images

• identify and read a map of Canberra, being 
able to identify key features and approximate 
the location of ‘The Cotter’ and

• develop a captioned poster showing the 
reactions of at least one group of people living 
in the area at the time, to the announcement of 
Canberra as the national capital.

continued...
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Teaching and learning experiences

Using an image of Cotter Avenue, slowly reveal the picture as students identify familiar components, 
location and purpose of the place. Record responses to develop initial ‘picture’ of the area.

Discuss how the term ‘The Cotter’ has become the local vernacular term for recreation and leisure 
precinct, the camping ground, Cotter Dam and Cotter River. 

Class discussion, students will predict what they would expect to find at ‘The Cotter’ with reference to the 
natural and built environments. Record responses to brainstorm predictions to create questions for 
investigations. 

Complete first entry to Topic Wheel, or other strategy, for recording accumulated knowledge. 

Select some natural and built environment images. Construct a statement which demonstrates the 
significance of each image and understanding of the differences between built and natural objects. 
Sorting the images into natural and built environment and make a poster showing the two types.

Discuss how maps work: scale, keys, compass points, significance of north, etc. Use maps of the 
Australian Capital Territory (ACT), and satellite images, to locate the Cotter area, local school, home 
suburb, Parliament House, a significant site, boundary of suburban development, at least two major 
inter-town centre roads and the Cotter Road.

Develop mapping skills by understanding the use of colour and symbols to identify geographic features. 
Identify the key features of the ACT: rivers, lakes, mountains, major roads, suburban edge and other 
sites of interest. Map and label the route from the school to the Cotter Dam. Investigate a map of the 
‘The Cotter’. Locate Casuarina Sands, Cotter Avenue, the Camping Ground, the Cotter Dam Discovery 
Trail, Trout Hatchery, Swing Bridge, the Cotter River and Paddy’s River. Make some observations about 
maps of large areas such as the ACT and smaller areas such as ‘The Cotter’.

Research historical texts and other sources of information such as the National Library website  
http://www.nla.gov.au to find out why Canberra was chosen as the final site for the national capital. 
Consider the importance of the Cotter River in the selection.

Make an illustrated poster of some of the recorded early comments about the significance of the river to 
final national capital site selection.

Discuss undertaking research using primary and secondary evidence. Identify examples and advantages 
of each type. Discuss objectivity and subjectivity and explore examples of each. Retell a recent relevant 
incident and explore focal points of interest and perspectives. Work out appropriate referencing 
conventions for use in the project.

Investigate what life was like on the Limestone Plains at the time of the discussions about whether 
Canberra would be an appropriate choice for the National Capital. Brainstorm and categorise areas for 
investigation such as the closest town and shopping centre, the importance of The Queanbeyan Age, 
transport, weather reliability, access to schools, lifestyles of Aboriginal people and new settlers. Develop 
a matrix describing the perspectives, values and attitudes of each group and their reaction to the naming 
of Canberra as the final site. Develop captioned poster for each group.

Set up an individual Cotter Learning Journal and a class Media Wall for ‘The Cotter’ unit of work. 

Students to record a journal entry of their personal experiences of ‘The Cotter’. Students who have no 
personal experience of the Cotter may use the picture of Cotter Avenue as a stimulus for them to plan 
what they would do on a first visit to the area. Share experiences to develop an understanding of the 
area. 

Conduct an excursion to visit the Cotter Dam Discovery Trail.

Carry out explicit observation tasks: record information about sites of interest, develop research 
questions, draw a mud map of the area, locate sites, add natural and built features. Include sketches of 
areas of historical interest. Consider artefacts left behind, what may still be in use today and whether 
some objects look older than others. 

Post excursion create a class collage of ‘The Cotter’ using the images from photographs, drawings and 
cut-outs from brochures. 
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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 a range 
of sources and

• develop products reflecting the outcome of their 
research.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• construct a timeline to show the similarities and 
differences of how Aboriginals and early 
European Settlers used the Cotter area to meet 
their basic needs

• map the rivers that formed the walking paths 
from the Tidbinbilla and the Southern Alps 
down through the Murrumbidgee to the Murray 
River

• create a text and image collage showing the 
three periods of life at the Cotter: Aboriginal, 
early settlers and modern

• produce a poster of a specific era of Cotter 
history

• produce a document validating ‘The Cotter’ as 
a significant place and

• develop a promotional publication for pre-
adolescents aimed at reconnecting them with 
‘The Cotter’. 

continued...
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Teaching and learning experiences

Construct a map showing the rivers that flow through both Canberra and Cotter country, and into the 
Murrumbidgee River. 

Include an annotation to show how the Cotter River was important to the Aboriginal people, the 
Ngunnawal, who have lived in the area now known as the ACT, for at least 21,000 years. The Cotter 
River corridor was part of the system of rivers which formed the walking paths for Aboriginal people, 
through Ngunnawal country, to Tidbinbilla and the Southern Alps. The Cotter River corridor was an 
important trade route, as well as a site for camping during travel.

When the decision for the site of the national capital was made, sickness and disease had decimated 
much of the Aboriginal population of the area. Make a graph at ten yearly intervals of the Aboriginal and 
non Aboriginal population living in what is now the ACT from the earliest records to the present day. 
Record comparisons of the population figures for both groups. Make links to the Aboriginal artefact 
salvage operations that are a significant part of the Enlarged Cotter Dam project. Discuss the importance 
of preserving this evidence of Aboriginal occupation. 

Research the story of how Garrett Cotter came to be living ‘beyond the settlement limits’ on the Cotter 
River. Retell the story focusing on his connection to the Cotter River and how the name of the river 
became his legacy.

Using copies of the images of the Cotter River corridor create a timeline showing the ways people have 
used the Cotter River corridor from approximately 21,000 years ago to present day. Teaching Point: 
Photographic records of the area only cover the last 100 years, archaeological evidence covers 
thousands of years. 

Conduct a guided discussion on what makes a place or object significant? What makes a place or object 
a heritage site?

Develop a definition for the term Heritage Value. Consider the use of primary and secondary information, 
artefacts and other records. 

Explore the question Is ‘The Cotter’ site historically significant? Use recognised criteria for determining 
historical significance to validate ‘The Cotter’ as a significant site.  

Divide the history of ‘The Cotter’ into the time periods of: Aboriginal, early European and modern.  

Use text and images to create a collage of the period.

Investigate the 20th Century use of the Cotter. Construct a matrix for ten yearly intervals showing access 
roads to ‘The Cotter’, transport services and options, facilities and patterns of usage. Develop a poster 
for each of the eras highlighting significant events.

Students complete second entry to their Topic Wheel. Refer back to class question brainstorm to 
consider original questions and form new questions for investigation. 

Conduct an interview and record an oral history. Interview a person who has visited the Cotter at some 
time in the past. Formulate a series of questions that will help answer the question ‘How have the new 
facilities enhanced people’s experiences of ‘The Cotter’? Include care of place and the complexities of 
ownership of a community resource. Discuss the interview as a source of primary evidence.

Compile an annotated list of public consultation processes undertaken during the Cotter Dam 
enlargement. Conduct a survey of people from your community who have taken advantage of their 
opportunities. Draw conclusions about community uptake of opportunities for involvement in major 
projects.

Develop a promotional publication that would appeal to pre-adolescents as a way of reconnecting them 
and their families with ‘The Cotter’ as a major recreation and leisure centre.
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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 : 

• develop and apply their research skills to a 
historical topic 

• demonstrate their awareness of audience and 
purpose and its impact on text and

• apply their understanding of current and past 
events at a significant place.

Summative assessment task
Students will:

• develop signage for a Cotter Heritage Trail 
showing past and present connection to sites of 
interest and

• create an information pamphlet to accompany 
the Cotter Heritage trail, including information 
about the Enlarged Cotter Dam and promotion 
of the revitalised ‘Cotter’ leisure and recreation 
facilities.

Teaching and learning experiences

Develop signage for a Cotter Heritage Trail. In expert groups students will research and design signage 
for information stations at sites of interest on an adventure trail for ‘The Cotter’ area. Sites of interest may 
include the dam, Casuarina Sands, trout farm, pumping station, suspension bridge, Cotter Avenue, camp 
ground, weir and river corridor. The signage will describe how they have been used in the past and how 
they are used in the present. How did Aboriginal people and early European settlers use the Cotter River 
prior to the construction of the Cotter Dam?

Develop a set of criteria such as:

• two images, one present day and one from a period in the past, both with a caption 

• caption to include place and date

• map including location overview and ‘you are here’

• descriptive text explaining the history and significance of the pumping station

• a ‘Did You Know’ style interesting fact and

• assessment criteria.

Use the signage in a whole class display or exhibition.

Create an information pamphlet for use by visitors to class Cotter Heritage Trail. Include information 
about the trail and Enlarged Cotter Dam and promotion of the revitalised ‘Cotter’ leisure and recreation 
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

• share their learning and experiences with an 
audience.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• participate in the final presentation of the Cotter 
Heritage trail

• complete a journal entry evaluating the unit as 
a learning process and

• document their individual or whole class 
reflection on the unit of work including the 
learning process and the reconnection of the 
Canberra community with ‘The Cotter’.   

Teaching and learning experiences

Discuss the Heritage Trail as a source of information for an audience. 

Demonstrate and explain heritage trail and information pamphlet to an audience. 

Students complete third entry to their Topic Wheel. Refer back to class question brainstorm to scaffold 
responses and consider effectiveness of their activities in answering these questions. 

Reflect on the effectiveness of their learning experience, identifying what went well, difficulties 
encountered and possible improvements.

Share reflections on reconnecting the Canberra community 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
Cotter: Nature’s gift to Canberra by Michael Jones

Images of Cotter Avenue including river, natural and built structures

Topic Wheel

Images of people at the Cotter, Aboriginal people, early European Settlers, modern day visitors 

Maps of the ACT and Cotter region

Garrett Cotter jigsaw work sheet


