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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 the opportunity 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?



Sustaining water for life: protecting the environment Sustaining water for life: protecting the environment 15

ESSENTIAL LEARNING ACHIEVEMENTS

ELA 2   THE STUDENT UNDERSTANDS AND APPLIES THE INQUIRY 
PROCESS

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

2.LC.3 create questions and predictions for investigation and testing

2.LC.10 conduct searches for information and use a range of sources (e.g. information texts, artefacts, 
maps, images) and

2.LC.7 collect and record data, checking and repeating observations or measurements as needed.

ELA 19 THE STUDENT UNDERSTANDS AND APPLIES SCIENTIFIC 
KNOWLEDGE

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

19.LC.12 some interactions between living things, and between living things and their environment.

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

19.LC.17 observe, explore, investigate, consider, identify, describe, compare and sort natural phenomena 
and living and non-living things.

ELA 20 THE STUDENT ACTS FOR AN ENVIRONMENTALLY SUSTAINABLE 
FUTURE 

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

20.LC.2  the concept of habitat and the diversity of living things within a habitat

20.LC.3 some effects of human action on natural environments (e.g. land clearing, air and water pollution) 
and

20.LC.6 how protecting the environment requires people to work together as citizens and consumers and 
participate in appropriate actions as environmental stewards or in other civic action to effect 
positive change.

ELA 21 THE STUDENT UNDERSTANDS ABOUT AUSTRALIA AND 
AUSTRALIANS

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

21.LC.12 access and interpret information from a range of sources (e.g. atlases, satellite images, primary 
and secondary historical sources, census data, media).
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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 experience; 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 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:

• demonstrate that the Cotter River is a 
significant water resource for the ACT and

• make realistic predictions and develop 
purposeful questions about the animals, plants 
and landscape features that could be found in 
the Cotter environment.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• locate the Cotter River on a map of the ACT 
and describe the Cotter environs and

• make realistic predictions about the types of 
animals, plants and landscapes they will find in 
the locality of the Cotter River.

Teaching and learning experiences

Display an unlabelled series of photos of the Cotter River and environs, include photos of Casuarina 
Sands and Cotter Avenue. Ask students to identify the location and share memories and experiences of 
being at ‘The Cotter’. 

Discuss the Canberra vernacular term ‘The Cotter’ and how this may have come about. 

Locate the Cotter River on a map of the ACT. On a map of Canberra mark the Cotter River, the Cotter 
Dam, significant rivers such as the Murrumbidgee, Molonglo, Naas, Queanbeyan and Paddy’s River. 
Also mark in other places of significance such as the local school, Parliament House, the urban edge of 
Canberra, a major arterial road and Cotter Road. 

Investigate the geographic features (rivers, mountains, valleys) of the Cotter River region. Consider why 
this location makes an ideal position for a major reservoir. 

Discuss the relevance of the Cotter region to the student using the ‘Enlarging the Cotter Dam’ DVD.

Brainstorm reasons for the relevance of the Cotter region to them, their family, the community, the people 
of the past etc. (e.g. swimming at Casuarina Sands etc). 

Compare and contrast the concepts of a ‘natural’ recreation and leisure centre with a ‘built’ recreation 
and leisure centre. Create a class poster of what you might expect to find in each location. 

continued...
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Set up a class Cotter Word Wall and Glossary and an individual Cotter Environment Reflection Journal. 
Make the first entry an illustration and caption picture of What ‘The Cotter’ means to me. (Note: for some 
students it may be a place they would like to go to rather than a place they have already experienced).

Predict what the terrain of the Cotter Dam area and the Cotter recreation and leisure area might look like. 
Predict what aquatic and terrestrial animals and plants students may realistically expect to find there. 
Record their predictions in their Cotter Environment Reflection Journal.

Conduct an excursion to the Cotter Dam Discovery Trail. Use film and video to record images and sites 
of interest in the categories of plants, animals (in particular fish and crustaceans), and natural and built 
landscape features. Students make individual records using notes, keywords and illustration of 
observations of personal interest.

Student to brainstorm and then write a personal reflection on their excursion to ‘The Cotter’, including 
their impressions of how the enlargement of the Cotter Dam will impact on plants and animals. 

Stage of learning sequence
CONTEXTUALISE

Focus questions
• 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?

Outcomes
Students will be able to:

• describe characteristics of some plants and 
animals of the Cotter environment

• demonstrate that there are different levels of 
risk for plants and animals and identify possible 
causes for this

• explain that plants and animals rely on each 
other and their connection to the landscape for 
survival

• discuss how building a new landscape feature 
impacts on the natural environment (e.g. Cotter 
Dam)

• use the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) 
or summary document and describe some of its 
key features and

• describe possible ways for managing change in 
the environment including levels of responsibility 
(e.g. individuals, families, community group, 
Government Departments etc).

Summative assessment tasks
Students will: 

• draw an illustrated diagram of iconic plants and 
animals in the Cotter environment in terms of 
their characteristics, habitat and place in the 
ecosystem 

• use a diagram such as a flow chart and/or food 
web to explain the relationship between two or 
more species

• describe some plants and animals in the Cotter 
environment identified in the Environmental 
Impact Statement in terms of adaptation to 
changes in the environment, place on the scale 
of vulnerability and links to a probable cause

• describe in detail, some of the measures that 
are being put in place to minimise the impact 
on the environment caused by the enlargement 
of the Cotter Cam and

• identify groups of stakeholders who use ‘The 
Cotter’ area and what their responsibilities are 
in terms of management and environmental 
protection. 

continued...



Sustaining water for life: protecting the environment Sustaining water for life: protecting the environment 19

Teaching and learning experiences

As part of the process and at appropriate points, students will make entries to their individual Cotter 
Environment Reflection Journal.

Sort out which native plants and animals live in the Cotter environment. Group these into aquatic, 
amphibians and terrestrial. Create a collage of these groups of animals against the key features of their 
environment. A list of plants and animals found at ‘the Cotter’ can be found on the CD ROM and in the 
Environmental Impact Statement. 

Add terms and words such as riparian plains, forest, open grasslands river corridors and swales to the 
Word Wall and Glossary.  

Classify the animals into vertebrates and invertebrates, arachnids, insects, fish, reptiles, birds and 
mammals. Create a poster showing which of these species are found in the Cotter River area and their 
identifying characteristics.

Investigate these animals in relation to the seven signs of life. Students to choose a particular animal 
from two or more classifications and using text and visual images, describe the seven signs of life for 
their subjects. (You may choose to use the MRS GREN - seven signs of life animal model: movement, 
respiration, sensitivity to the environment, growth, excretion, nutrition). 

Discuss with students what it means for a species to be extinct, endangered or vulnerable. Develop 
definitions and add them to the class Word Wall and Glossary. Construct a class, small group or 
individual diagrammatic representation of the plants and animals of the Cotter environment that fall into 
these categories.

Using the plants and animals of the Cotter River corridor, introduce the concept of a food chain. Students 
create a Food Chain which shows the relationship between shrimp, Macquarie Perch and Cormorants. 

Enlarge the Food Chain to become a Food Web by introducing other plants and animals. Investigate 
possible consequences by removing significant links in the chain, in particular the Macquarie Perch. 
Develop the concept of interrelationships, natural balance and consequences if one element in the chain 
becomes extinct. 

Introduce the concept of habitat. Using the animal factsheets provided in the kit, investigate the habitat 
requirements and place in the ecosystem for several species found in the Cotter environment. Include 
the Murray River Crayfish and the Macquarie Perch. Develop a class collage or diorama to show the 
relationship between habitat and place in the ecosystem.

Develop a Wall Chart to show responses to the question: Why is it important that animal and plant 
species are managed in a situation of major construction such as during the enlargement of the Cotter 
Dam? Students investigate the management plans for plants and animals during and after construction 
of the Enlarged Cotter Dam and record their responses.

Investigate how the scale of built structures (e.g. original Cotter Dam and the Enlarged Cotter Dam) has 
an impact on the environment. Compare pictures of the site pre and during Enlarged Cotter Dam 
construction. List all visible impacts that can be seen. Create a Venn diagram to show the similarities and 
differences between the images. 

Discuss and explore the survival needs of plants and animals in ‘The Cotter’ environment and the impact 
of the enlargement of the Cotter Dam on their survival. Introduce the concept of an Environmental Impact 
Statement, the legislative requirements under the ACT Planning and Development Act 2007, for projects 
of the scale of the Enlarged Cotter Dam. 

Allow time for students to explore and become familiar with the website www.actew.com.au  
Students locate information on the protection and care of Xanthorrhoea grass trees and the rescue and 
relocation of native fish.

continued...
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Discuss the website in relation to its user friendliness, usefulness as an information resource and as a 
means of providing ongoing and current information.  

Construct a graphic organiser showing Stakeholders of the Cotter Environment. Develop this as an 
ongoing activity to be added to during the life of the unit of work. Include recreation and leisure users, 
governmental employees such as parks and conservation workers, volunteer land carers, researchers 
and water supply workers. Categorise the people who use ‘The Cotter’ and their responsibilities for care 
and protection of the area. Develop this into a role play. 

Using the fact sheets on environmental sustainability projects at the Enlarged Cotter Dam discuss with 
students the ways in which the Enlarged Cotter Dam has impacted on plants and animals during and 
after construction. Students prepare responses to the questions: Why is it important that we manage 
species? What would happen if we didn’t? They may debate the issues.

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 and model the relationships between 
an organism and its environment and how 
humans can impact on these relationships and

• collect and record data and conduct searches 
for information using a wide range of sources to 
answer a self generated question. 

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• develop a product to show the natural habitat 
and lifecycle of at least one of the endangered 
animals of the area and what is being done to 
ensure its survival and

• research from a wide range of sources and 
generate valid explanations for their results.

Teaching and learning experiences

Students will develop a focus question for individual, small group, or whole class research. This question 
will be based on one of the endangered animals of the Cotter area. The response to the question will 
show:

• the natural habitat of the animal

• how its habitat has become threatened by human impact

• what is being done to care for and protect the animal

• the various forms of care and protection 

• stakeholders responsible for this care and protection and

• need for, and access to, sources of accurate and scientific evidence.

This work may be presented as an information book, a series of posters, a PowerPoint presentation or 
as the signage for an interpretive trail.

The work will be set up as a project with a Planning and Development Timeline, Success Criteria and 
Essential Content Criteria.

As part of the process students will make entries to their individual Cotter Environment Reflection Journal.
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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 that 
have been gathered from experimental results 
and analysis of data.

Summative assessment tasks
Students will:

• present their work to a range of audiences 
including their peer group and

• reflect on their learning, what they would do 
differently next time and personal actions they 
can take to preserve the biodiversity. 

Teaching and learning experiences

Students complete the entries to their individual Cotter Environment Reflection Journal. Add a summative 
entry on what they have learnt from this unit and how they intend their learning to influence their future 
behaviour.

Students present their work to an appropriate audience. This may be another class, to parents, carers 
and family as A Learning Journey or it may be mounted as an exhibition in the school foyer. In presenting 
their work, individually, in small groups or as a whole class, students reflect on their initial connection to 
‘The Cotter’, what they have learnt and how they can adapt this learning to their personal future.
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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
Enlargement of the Cotter Reservoir and associated works Environmental Impact Statement and 
summary document
‘Enlarging the Cotter Dam’ DVD
Photograph of the existing Cotter Dam and artist’s impression of Enlarged Cotter Dam
Fact sheets on the plants, animals and landscape features found in the Cotter area
Maps of the Cotter River and environs
Classifying into living and non-living work sheet
Venn diagram template
Whose job is it? work sheet


