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UNIT DESCRIPTION
The Cotter is a significant place for the ACT as it is a primary source of drinking water. It provides an 
important habitat for various plants and animals including some vulnerable and endangered species. 
ACT residents identify with the Cotter environment as a historical and recreational space.  

This unit on the Cotter environment focuses on the interdependence and interaction between plants 
and animals, landscape and ecology. It also explores human roles and responsibilities in ensuring 
the sustainability of the area. 

BIG UNDERSTANDINGS
• Living things depend on their environment and each other for survival and

• Human activities affect the environment.

ATTITUDES AND VAlUES
In this unit, students will have opportunities to: 

• Develop a respect for living things and natural systems 

•  Appreciate the intrinsic value of the natural world through the use of the natural environment as an 
educational resource and

• Develop an attitude of respect and caring for life in all its diversity. 

FOCUS QUESTIONS
• Where is the Cotter and what do we know about it?

• What are the significant plants, animals and landscape features of this environment?

• How do humans impact on this environment?

• Why is sustaining the environment important, who is responsible and what can be done? 

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

• How would you share your understanding with the wider community?
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ESSENTIAl lEARNING ACHIEVEMENTS

ElA 2 THE STUDENT UNDERSTANDS AND APPlIES THE INQUIRY 
PROCESS

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

2.LA.3 formulate questions, hypotheses, propositions and conjecture suitable for testing or investigation 
in relevant disciplines; and frame these to clarify the purpose and scope of the inquiry

2.LA.6 decide on the most suitable methods, including safe use of equipment and selection of suitable 
technologies, for collecting, managing and analysing data and information, and for communicating 
findings and

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

ElA 19 THE STUDENT UNDERSTANDS AND APPlIES SCIENTIFIC 
KNOWlEDGE

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

19.LA.13 scientific concepts and models to explain the interdependence of populations of organisms and 
the environment, and to predict the consequences of changes to an ecosystem.

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

19.LA.17 examine, question and consider scientific ideas, concepts and theories and

19.LA.18 analyse and synthesise information, and use scientific models and terms to explain properties and 
interrelationships and to predict change in phenomena and systems.

ElA 20 THE STUDENT ACTS FOR AN ENVIRONMENTAllY SUSTAINABlE 
FUTURE

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

20.LA.1 key concepts used in contemporary information and debates about environmental sustainability 
(e.g. biodiversity, carrying capacity, ecological footprint, preservation, conservation, wilderness, 
heritage, sustainable development) and

20.LA.3 how environmental decision making often involves dealing with conflicting values and interests of 
different individuals or groups (e.g. preservation of wilderness, development of non-renewable 
and renewable resources).

ElA 21 THE STUDENT UNDERSTANDS ABOUT AUSTRAlIA AND 
AUSTRAlIANS

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

21.LA.7 select and apply geographical tools and processes (e.g. maps, graphs, photographs, flow charts, 
fieldwork, action research) to gather, interpret and present geographical information on Australia.
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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 late Adolescence 

YEAR lEVEl 10

HOST KlA/S Science and SOSE

DURATION 8 Weeks 

Stage of learning sequence
CONNECT

Focus question
• Where is the Cotter and what do we know about it?

Outcomes
Students will be able to:

• select and apply geographical tools and 
processes (topographical maps and flow 
charts) to present information about the Cotter 
region

• explain the major geographical features of the 
Cotter River and the location of the Cotter Dam, 
describe this location in the context of the ACT 
and compare and contrast it with several other 
geographic regions within the ACT and 
surrounding region, e.g. Lake George and the 
Molonglo River corridor

• use appropriate language to describe why the 
Cotter River is a valuable source of drinking 
water, why its topographical formation is 
suitable for a reservoir and how its proximity to 
Canberra is a significant factor in determining 
viability as a major  water supply for the city of 
Canberra and

• explain some of the connections Canberra 
people have to the ‘The Cotter’ and the 
vernacular use of the term.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will: 

• accurately apply information regarding the 
geography of the Cotter region using 
topographical, satellite and other maps

• construct a map of the geographic features of 
the Cotter Dam region using symbols and a key 
and a distance scale 

• reconstruct a map of the ACT and environs 
showing the major rivers, including the Cotter, 
Paddy’s, Naas, Murrumbidgee, Molonglo and 
Queanbeyan.

• locate and mark the major dams of the area 
including Tantangara, Googong, Bendora, 
Corin and the Cotter Dam

• identify some of the plants and animals found 
in the area and describe them in terms of their 
habitat, place in the ecosystem and speculate 
on how they may be impacted on by visitors to 
the Cotter recreation and leisure area and

• place several of the iconic and the endangered 
plants and animals of the Cotter into the 
appropriate biological classifications.

continued...
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Teaching and learning experiences

Discuss the vernacular use of the term ‘The Cotter’.

Brainstorm and record initial responses to what students know about ‘The Cotter’. Classify these 
responses under the headings Environment, Water Supply and Engineering and People and Place. 
Focus in on environment, develop appropriate categories for this topic and sort responses accordingly. 

Expose students to a range of maps (topographical, satellite, maps of rivers, contour maps, etc) showing 
‘The Cotter’. Discuss the development and purpose of each of the map types. Using Expert Jigsaws or 
similar strategy report on significant features of the Cotter River from each of these sources. 

Use the ‘Enlarging the Cotter Dam’ DVD as a catalyst for group discussion about the Enlarged Cotter 
Dam project.

Investigate the location of the Tantangara, Bendora, Corin, Cotter and Googong Dams and develop a 
brief summary statement about their relevance to Canberra.

Develop a series of questions speculating on the impact of the enlargement of the Cotter Dam on the 
biodiversity of the area.

Begin a Media Journal by collecting and collating articles about contemporary issues about Canberra’s 
water security and the Enlarged Cotter Dam project. This will be an ongoing task and will form part of the 
final assessment.

Introduce students to the website www.actew.com.au  

Students predict what they would expect to observe in terms of evidence of plant and animal life, both 
terrestrial and aquatic, on an excursion to ‘The Cotter’. Develop an organiser for recording their 
observations, using appropriate categories for animals and plants and for geographic features. Develop 
a way of recording any built features they would expect to find. This will involve the use of symbols and a 
way of demonstrating distance and scale. 

Plan for an investigative field trip to the Cotter Dam Discovery Trail and recreation and leisure precinct. 
Use organiser for recording observations. Use photographic and video footage as additional ways of 
recording evidence. 

At the site, develop understanding of scientific practices of population modelling by conducting a 
population sampling activity to the calculate number and species types in a given area. 

On return from excursion develop a map/s of the area visited. Compare and record predicted 
observations with actual observations.
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Stage of learning sequence
CONTEXTUAlISE

Focus questions
• What are the significant plants, animals and landscape features of this environment?

• Why is sustaining the environment important, who is responsible and what can be done?

• How do humans impact on this environment?

Outcomes
Students will be able to:

• select suitable scientific methods to collect, 
analyse and manage data to better understand 
the scientific methods used at the Enlarged 
Cotter Dam

• use information and models to analyse and 
explain how organisms are interconnected with 
their environment and predict consequences of 
change to this environment 

• analyse key environmental sustainability 
concepts and the impacts of human activity in 
the Cotter Precinct and

• analyse the conflicting values and interests 
generated by the Cotter Dam and how they are 
managed.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• develop a case study of one or more 
endangered animal and plant species in terms 
of the impact of the Enlarged Cotter Dam 
project, effectively analyse data from 
experiments to ensure its care and protection, 
and predict the changes needed for its 
continued survival

• use evidence to develop predictions of the 
effects of a change in a population of one or 
more species in the ecosystem, to demonstrate 
the interconnectedness of organisms and their 
environment

• use evidence to support their perspective in 
presenting a positions paper on one or more of 
the key environmental sustainability issues in 
the Enlarged Cotter Dam project and

• demonstrate the reasoning for some of the 
conflicting values and interests generated by 
stakeholders in the Enlarged Cotter Dam 
project .

continued...
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Teaching and learning experiences

Investigate the legal requirements, structure, timeframe, audience and purpose of the Environmental 
Impact Statement. 

Familiarise students with environmental legislative requirements including the Planning and 
Development Act 2007 (ACT) and the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
(Commonwealth).

Prepare supportive statements to participate in a debate topic such as Ensuring our Future or Legislative 
Overkill.

As individuals, small groups or as a whole class, develop an illustrated list of species threatened within 
the ACT. Select one or more examples of a species found at ‘The Cotter’. Research the conservation 
status of the species within the ACT and nationally. (e.g. vulnerable, threatened, endangered). Compare 
this to the Enlarged Cotter Dam Environmental Impact Statement. Determine which species are most at 
risk in the ACT. Discuss why a species may be endangered in the ACT but not listed on the national 
register.

Develop a profile for your chosen species. Include habitat, ecosystem, predators and prey, and place 
within the food web. 

Using the EIS, explore and discuss the extent of the EHN virus in the Cotter region, and its potential 
impact on the Macquarie Perch. Students are to identify the effects of the introduction of the virus, the 
modes of transmission, the role of humans in transmission and the control measures undertaken by the 
Enlarged Cotter Dam project. Present this as a case study, being specific about audience, purpose and 
adjusting explanations and details accordingly.

Students are to create their own definition for sustainability. They are to provide examples of ways in 
which individuals, schools and the government can act in a sustainable way to protect the biodiversity of 
the environment.

Individually or in groups, students will investigate the range of sustainability practices and projects for 
biodiversity conducted by the Enlarged Cotter Dam project. They will present their research as a poster, 
PowerPoint or other tool. 

Research to encompass:

• why the project was undertaken

• what were the stages in the process

• people involved in the project and

• how the effectiveness is determined.

Investigate roles, responsibilities and opportunities for individuals, organisations, corporations and the 
government in ensuring the environmental sustainability of the Cotter Dam environment. Develop a 
hypothetical scenario such as the discovery of a previously unrecorded mammal or fish species. Develop 
perspective cards for all stakeholders and debate the situation.

Students create a publicity campaign aimed at raising awareness for their peer group of the sustainability 
issues faced within the Enlarged Cotter Dam project.
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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:

• generate questions and hypotheses on relevant 
issues of  environmental sustainability

• decide on the most suitable methods, including 
safe use of equipment and selection of suitable 
technologies, for collecting, managing and 
analysing data and information, and for 
communicating findings and

• identify and model the relationships between 
an organism and its environment and how 
humans can change these relationships.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• choose correct techniques and equipment to 
answer appropriate questions which they have 
generated and

• accurately identify human activities which may 
impact on a species and the effect of the 
removal/depletion/increase of this species on 
the ecosystem as a whole. 

Teaching and learning experiences

Students will develop a multi media campaign aimed at later adolescents and young adults to reconnect 
them with ‘The Cotter’ and engender a strong sense of personal responsibility for the care and 
preservation of the area. 

They will do this by:

• anthropomorphising one or more of the endangered species

• describing its lifecycle in human terms and what environmental impacts and changes may have 
occurred during its lifetime

• describing its habitat, ecosystem, predators and prey and

• defining the major threats to its lifestyle and the possible impact of these (involve concepts of change 
to ecosystem, changes in populations, possible pollutants and contaminants, changing environmental 
issues such as major weather events, increased tourism in the area, and changes to environmental 
legislation).

Scientific language, concepts and understandings will be deeply embedded throughout the project and 
examples of actions being undertaken as part of the Enlarged Cotter Dam project will be explored and 
referenced throughout the project. 
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Stage of learning sequence
COMMUNICATE

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

Outcomes
Students will be able to:

• present and draw reasonable conclusions 
which have been gathered from the analysis of 
data and information gathered as part of the 
research and

• use appropriate representations, conventions 
and terminology to present and discuss their 
project

Summative assessment task
Students will:

• present their reconnection with ‘The Cotter’ 
project  using scientific language and 
conventions, provide examples of research and 
data analysis, make predictions and develop 
hypotheses, and show deep understanding of 
the issues, legislative requirements and 
perspectives of multiple stakeholders involved 
in the enlargement of the Cotter Dam.

Teaching and learning experiences

Students will present their reconnection with ‘The Cotter’ to multiple audiences, including their peer 
group and at least one other group through a forum such as an exhibition or Learning Journey. Their 
presentation should include:

• accurate use of scientific language and conventions

• the impact of changing population numbers of one or more species on the ecosystem as a whole

• detailed explanation of how human activities can impact on ecosystems or species and

• demonstration of the care and protection of biodiversity strategies employed as part of the Enlarged 
Cotter Dam project.
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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
‘Enlarging the Cotter Dam’ DVD
Enlargement of the Cotter Reservoir and associated works Environmental Impact Statement and 
summary document
Fact sheets on endangered animals and plants in the Cotter area
Fact sheets on sustainability projects undertaken on the Enlarged Cotter Dam project
Predicting change in population work sheet
Sustaining the banks of the Cotter Dam Reservoir work sheet

Whose job is it? work sheet 


