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Murrumbidgee - Our Local Community Champions Project
Young people from three unique townships within the Murrumbidgee Council area 
have created this book over the last twelve months. Students from Darlington Point, 
Coleambally and Jerilderie, connected with community members to increase their 
knowledge of their local area and build a higher level of appreciation for the place in 
which they live. This youth learnt about a wide range of local, cultural and environmental 
champions and created this case study to inform the community about the amazing 
local assets of their town.

Photography: All photos are courtesy of Petaurus Education Group, unless otherwise 
indicated.
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The students of Darlington Point were excited to revitalise and revamp the community garden 
located at the back of their school grounds. Together we discussed what a community 
garden was; if Darlington Point had a community garden; and the social, environmental 
and health benefits of the community garden. The students provided some great insights 
and ideas about why people create community gardens. One student explained that 
“community gardens should be a place to be cherished because they can give back to 
the community”.
We ventured out to the garden site with blank paper, pencils and clipboards to explore 
and become familiar with the Community Garden. Students drew and named the plants 
and items they found. They drew mud maps of the garden, locating the different areas of 
the garden as it stood at the time. The photographers took some great photos of the plants 
and other items.

The students wanted to create a video about the revitalising and revamping of their garden 
project to share with the community, to increase community knowledge, interest, and 
involvement in the project.

DARLINGTON POINT PUBLIC SCHOOL:
Revamping and Revitalising Our Community
Garden – Our Community Champion
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“I’m excited to start revitalising our 
garden and making it a beautiful place 
for our community to share.” - Student.
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Our second session involved looking at the garden from the ground up, with help from 
local Landcare officer Kathy Tenison. Students made decisions about the kinds of things we 
could grow in the garden and decided to grow vegetables, so we discovered how to best 
grow them using a wicking bed. We investigated the purpose of a wicking bed, how they 
work, the materials needed to build one and the benefits of using them. Wicking beds are 
water-efficient, especially in hot, dry times such as the long summer holiday break. Students 
took notes and drew detailed diagrams of how wicking beds work.

“Kathy taught us lots about the different 
types of soils. It was fun to do the 

experiments to see how much water the 
different soils held” - Student.
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Our discussion about wicking beds followed onto learning about types of soils with Landcare 
officer Kathy Tenison. She supported the students to investigate a variety of soil types through 
a series of hands-on activities. Students discovered that different soils:
 - have different textures and colours,
 -are used for different purposes and,
- have different water-holding capacities. 

The students created sedimentary layering experiments. We mixed soil from the community 
garden with water in a bottle, shook it and waited for the sedimentary layers to appear 
over time. Then, the students got their hands dirty, digging deep into the characteristics 
of the soil. We found rotting plant material, insects, insect eggs and worms. Students were 
especially interested in the hands-on activities.
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During our third session, students learnt about identifying plants using observation skills. 
Kathy Tenison had prepared some pressed samples of plants from the community garden. 
Students had to use their observational skills to match Kathy’s drawings of the plants to 
the real-life pressed sample. This activity proved challenging with observational skills really 
in play to find the answers. Students then had to match the pressed plant sample with a 
photograph of the plant – observational skills were working well by this stage!

We discussed the woodland structure of plant types and working in pairs, and using a plant 
research sheet. Students were given a pressed plant sample and matched a photograph 
with the common and scientific name. Students used this sheet to explain if their plant 
was a tree, shrub, vine or grass and the aboriginal use for the plant. They provided a short 
description and a drawing of the plant.
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Before the bell sounded for home time, students worked in pairs to race down to the 
Community Garden to find their unique plant. The students practised using their observation 
skills, with some students finding their plant easily, while others checked different plants 
and weren’t satisfied that their plant was actually in the garden. With help from Kathy, 
the students persevered and eventually found their plant hiding near the back fence. All 
students enjoyed finding their samples and were successful in taking a cutting of their plant 
to draw in class at a later stage.
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Our fourth session coincided with a bit of 
excitement and action in the community 
garden, with the Murrumbidgee Council 
bringing in their machinery to remove the 
overgrown saltbush. Students were both 
excited and sad to see their garden being 
changed.

Together with Kathy Tenison, students 
investigated the purpose of the various 
garden beds in their garden and learnt a lot 
about planning gardens. Students learn that 
planning and naming garden beds help 
define the types of plants in that particular 
section and their purpose. We decided the 
garden beds would be named:
• the biodiversity patch, 
• the bush-tucker patch, 
• the vegetable patch, 
• the orchard, 
• the learning circle, and 
• the local native bush. 

We discussed each patch’s soil type and 
watering needs and the purpose the 
patches will have for the school and the 
community.

“I enjoyed learning about all the 
different types of plants we can put in 

our garden” - Student.

“We really want bush tucker in our 
garden that we can grow and eat” - 

Student.
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We considered the actions 
required to start renovating the 
garden, including removing 
saltbush, weed control, 
removing rotting and dangerous 
edging. Students discussed why 
these actions were necessary 
for revitalising the garden.

The students researched and 
selected plants they wished to 
grow in the garden patches 
using plant lists from local 
nurseries and books.
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Today was our first working bee with the students and the 
community. The students created posters and posted their 
video encouraging the community to join in helping with 
the revamping of the community garden. Unfortunately, 
no community members were able to come this time. We 
hope our next working bee days will have more community 
involvement.

Mike Boots Sand and Gravel very kindly donated a load of 
native garden mix last week for the students to spread over 
the newly revamped garden beds. Students from all classes 
in the school helped out and carted the native garden mix 
with buckets and wheelbarrows, spreading the mixture across 
each garden bed. They all did a tremendous job.
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As part of the beautification of the garden, Kathy Tenison found Alan Hocking, a local 
chainsaw artist, to create a sculpture of a goanna on one of the old tree stumps. The 
goanna is a cultural totem of the Wiradjuri Nation People of the local area and is called 
gugaa. The sculpture is a captivating addition to the native garden revamp.
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During early Term 3, Kathy Tenison and Samantha Davies picked up the new plants for the 
garden at the Native Wildflowers Nursery, Leeton. They dropped the plants at the school in 
preparation for the next working bee - planting day.

As the covid-19 pandemic took hold in New South Wales, all projects in schools were put on 
hold. As a result, students had to learn from home, and only minimal staff were allowed to 
attend school to support students of essential workers.

Thankfully Darlington Point Principal, Richard Busby, and Grounds Assistant, Rick Woods, 
were happy to help continue the project. Over two days, they planted out each plant 
using the plant numbering system and map provided. 

The students are so proud of their work to revamp and revitalise the garden and cannot wait 
for the rest of the community to see and use the garden as well.
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ST PETERS CATHOLIC PRIMARY SCHOOL,
COLEAMBALLY:
Uncovering the Champions of Coleambally
Students from St Peters Catholic Primary School in Coleambally led a research project 
about local community champions. Our first session focused on discovering the locally 
found and critically endangered Southern Bell Frog. Only a handful of students had heard 
of the Southern Bell Frog, and some students did not even know there were different species 
of frogs found in the area. We listed all the things students knew about frogs in general. We 
then delved a little deeper and together discovered that frogs:
• live in different habitats, 
• can be poisonous, 
• are mainly nocturnal, 
• use camouflage to hide from predators, 
• have permeable skin to let water in and out, and 
• have different calls depending on their species. 
We listened to the calls of six different frogs found in wetlands in Southern NSW, including 
the Southern Bell Frog.

Students were excited to know that Southern Bell Frogs were found in the Coleambally area 
and had some pretty impressive characteristics.
Students created plasticine models of the Southern Bell Frog and also investigated the life 
cycle of frogs.

Facts about Southern Bell Frogs by Erica, Amber McGown, Max Patterson, Marcus Star, 
Ashlee Bellato, Luke Leadbitter and Hayden Payne.
- The Southern Bell Frog is an endangered species of frog. They are threatened because 
wetlands no longer receive flooding, and a fungus disease caused their decline.

- They can grow up to 110mm in length

- Their colours are olive green, dark brown and gold. They have a white belly and blue 
thighs on their back legs.

- Their call sounds like a motorbike.

- Making sure wetlands have the right amount of water during breeding time helps increase 
their numbers.

Keith Thompson - Coly Irrigation
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“This was a great experience for the children 
to apply the knowledge of what they learnt 
about the bittern in a practical situation by 
visiting a location” - Mr Craig Smith, Class 

Teacher.

Matthew Herring - Murray Wildlife
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Our second session involved the class participating in an excursion to local rice grower 
Ian Payne’s rice farm, located twenty-five minutes south of Coleambally. In preparation 
for the day, students had completed investigative research about the Australasian Bittern. 
In addition, they prepared questions to ask Ian Payne and our other special guest, Keith 
Thompson from Coley Irrigation. Students were given roles for the day and worked in pairs.

Upon arrived at Ian Payne’s farm, we met Ian and Keith, along with a beautiful taxidermied 
Australasian Bittern, which certainly caught the inquisitive eyes of the students. The students 
asked many prepared questions but also questions that arose through exploring the farm. 
The photographer took lots of photos of the bird and the Bittern’s habitat – the rice bays.

Towards the end of the session, the students decided to experience the wetland for 
themselves, trudging through the wet rice crop, having lots of fun! We returned to school 
with wet and muddy shoes and socks and a first-hand experience in the habitat of the 
Bittern.

Facts about Australasian Bitterns derived from information reports by Isabelle Star and 
Charlize Perkins:
- Also known as the ‘Bunyip Bird’, as the male makes a booming sound like that of a bunyip.

- An endangered bird that is highly secretive and rarely seen.

- Live and breed in densely vegetated wetlands, including rice fields. They usually have four 
or five eggs in a well-hidden platform nest, about 10-30cm above water level.

- Eat fish, frogs, yabbies, snails, insects and spiders. Like herons, bitterns capture their prey 
by standing, waiting and slow stalking.

- Are well camouflaged in their environment with brown and cream coloured feathers.

- Can stand up to 1m tall with a wingspan of just over 1m.
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For our third session, the students learnt about members of the Colleambally community 
identified as Community Champions. 

Community Champion: Lynne Stuckings

Text derived from reports by Riley Boag, Abbey Muir and Charlize Perkins, Coco Rossato 
and Cruz Hickey.

Mrs Lynne Stuckings came to Coleambally at age four, when her family drew a farm in the 
ballot on Donald Ross Drive. They lived in a tent until they built a shed and then a house. She 
was the first student to go from Kindergarten to Year 12 at the local school. Lynne’s parents 
helped build the town 53 years ago as pioneers and volunteers. They helped build things 
the community needed, such as sporting ovals and tennis courts. Lynne remembers her 
Dad digging the soil for the Number One football oval. Lynne’s parents inspired her.

Lynne enjoys helping the people in her community with her sewing shop of 35years, which is 
also the dry cleaning drop-off. Lynne started the sewing shop business with her Mum when 
she was making the uniforms for the school children. Lynne also helped start the community 
bank and worked as a member of the Chamber of Commerce and Chairperson of Cypress 
View Lodge.

Lynne was awarded a Lifetime Achievement Award and Citizen of the Year on Australia 
Day in 2019. Her husband received a Lifetime Achievement Award and a medal from the 
NSW Fire Service. One of Lynne’s sayings is ‘Go out and see the world, but always know 
Coly’s your home’. She said that to her children before they left home.

Fundraising for important causes, such as the Jaws of Life and the local sporting teams, 
and volunteering to create community artwork, such as the water tower tile art for Coly’s 
40th birthday, are very important to Lynne. Lynne has changed Coly for the better with her 
business, compassion and care for this small community.
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Community Champion: Adrian Hayes

Text derived from reports by Choe Mahy, Charlize Perkins and Coco Rossato

Mr Adrian Hayes came to Coleambally from Hillston 25 years ago. He has a wife and 
three children, who liked growing up in Coleambally. Adrian works for Coly Irrigation as an 
agriculture consultant. He helps farmers make the best decisions for farming.

Adrian has supported many different charities in Coleambally. He is a member of the Lions 
Club, which supports various fundraisers in Coleambally. He has given up a lot of his time 
to help people organise fundraisers and support charities such as the Salvation Army, 
Coleambally Community Bank, the Footy Club, the local Fire Brigade and street stalls. He 
was also on the St Peter’s School Board, helping the school and offering ideas to make the 
school better when his kids attended the school.

Adrian has been a great help to this small community. One of his sacrifices was giving 
up a lot of his time, but he doesn’t really count that as a sacrifice because he was willing 
to do it. Adrian continues to support Coleambally to this day, and that’s why he is one of 
Coleambally’s champions.

“I enjoyed learning about the early life and how 
Lynne and Adrian have contributed to the life of 

Coleambally as responsible and respected members 
of the community” - Student.
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“I have learnt a lot about 
Coleambally, the Australasian 

Bittern and Southern Bell Frog” - 
Student.
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As the students had previously investigated the Bittern through the project, it was fitting for 
our final session to create art to raise awareness and elevate their endangered status to the 
community.

Our local champion guest, artist Kerri Weymouth, was happy to support students’ learning 
and creativity. Kerri designed and created calico bitterns and collected a number of fun 
materials for the students. The students used the materials (such as feathers, fabric and 
googly eyes) to decorate their bittern characters. Students also collected their own items 
to use.

Sunrice donated bags of rice, and with help from the students, Kerri, Craig, and Harry filled 
the bitterns with rice. The use of rice is important as we wanted to symbolise the fact that 
bitterns live in rice fields in our region during the breeding season.

Students painted and decorated their bitterns with colours, feathers, fabrics and into all 
kinds of characters. We even have a ‘spy’ Bittern wearing sunglasses, dressed in black and 
another with a yellow tux and crazy hair!

The students were inspired by the amazing people in Coleambally and their work to make 
it a great place to live. The students want to care for Coly too.
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The Year 4/5/6 class from St Joseph’s Catholic Primary School investigated the Jerilderie 
community’s connection to the Billabong, Yanco, Columbo, Forest Creek.

They met their guests, Andrea Mitchell from YACTAC, Jerilderie local Gwen McLaughlin, 
and Samantha Davies from Petaurus, at the bush tucker garden area of the Billabong 
Creek walk in the township of Jerilderie. Together, they learnt about the meaning of the 
word ‘biodiversity’ and discussed the kinds of local biodiversity they might find on their 
investigative walk along the banks of Billabong Creek. 

Students formed groups and discovered a wide range of flora and a few native birds at 
the time of our walk. They talked about the kinds of animals that live in the creek, such 
as Murray Cod, Platypus, and Southern Bell Frog. The students recounted the different 
animals that they see and fish they catch on fishing trips. The students took photos and 
wrote descriptions of the flora and fauna they found. Using samples of fallen leaves and 
flowers, they drew images and made impressions of the flora along the creek. They wrote 
accompanying haiku poems to capture the feeling of their champion – the Billabong, 
Yanco, Columbo, Forest Creek.

ST JOSEPH’S CATHOLIC PRIMARY SCHOOL,
JERILDERIE:
Billabong Yanco Columbo Forest Creek - Our
Community Champion
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Our second session involved students finding out about how the creek is used by locals, as 
the lifeblood of the town, by interviewing family members of some of the children in the 
class. Students were prepared and excited for the interview day. Bobby kindly volunteered 
to present the Acknowledgment of Country to start the session. 

In groups of three, students interviewed each family group with questions they had prepared 
and took notes. Fiona and Glen Baxter, Paul Sleeman, Glen Rorato, Simon Maynard provided 
information about how they use the creek system for farming practices in irrigated cropping, 
sheep grazing and tomato and olive farming.
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Local farmer and retired teacher, Mrs Gwen 
McLaughlin, was invited to discuss information 
about how she used the creek when she was 
younger. She brought in some beautiful and 
significant cultural artefacts that the students 
enjoyed passing around – aboriginal axes and a 
range of grinding stones. She also shared stories 
of ring trees, including the Aboriginal children 
in the class with sharing their knowledge of the 
culturally significant trees.

Local historian, Mr Laurie Henry, had a great 
deal of historical information to share, explaining 
the history of the beginning of the creek system, 
arguments about where the NSW/VIC border 
should be, the naming errors and the use of 
paddle steamers for trade.

Interesting things we learnt from our local farmers and special guests:
- Billabong Creek is the longest creek in Australia.
- All farms are connected to the Billabong Creek system.
- That all farms aren’t the same. Farmers can grow cotton, barley, wheat, canola and corn. 
Some farms have sheep and some have tomatoes and olives.
- Some farms have been in their family for a long time, since 1888.
- That the water is a little expensive and is used to feed livestock and irrigate crops.
- The challenges they face are drought, floods and fires.
- There are no stones in this area. Aboriginal people carried these stones with them.
- There are special trees along the creek that Aboriginal people used for different reasons, 
like showing where food is; for shelter and where mothers could birth their babies.
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“Learning about the Platypuses and water bugs 
that live in our creek was really interesting.” - 

Student.
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Andrea Mitchell, from YACTAC, was invited back to the school for a special session looking 
closer at the need for healthy creek systems, such as Yanco Creek, to support the breeding 
of the endangered Platypus. She provided a hands-on lesson, with students catching and 
identifying different types of water bugs; handling illegal opera house yabby nets that are 
a danger to platypuses; and passing around a platypus puppet explaining the biology of 
the incredible monotreme. Students learned many new words, including:
• macro-invertebrates, 
• monotremes, 
• habitat, 
• dragonfly larvae, 
• damselfly larvae, and
• electrical pulses. 

At the end of the session, students better understood the need to protect our waterways, 
how farmers are helping track the Platypus with support from YACTAC, and the biology and 
behaviours of the beautiful local champion, the Platypus.
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Our fourth and final session involved looking closely at culture and connection to the 
Billabong Yanco Columbo Forest Creek system and the creek’s importance to each student. 

As a class, we discussed the importance of symbols in telling stories and representing identity. 
First, we made a list of things that are important to our identity, such a family, culture, beliefs, 
activities, items, and jobs. Then, we discussed how they could be represented using symbols.
Ros Lockhart, our local artist champion, was our guest speaker for the day and shared 
important insights into using symbols from her perspective as an artist and an Aboriginal.

As a class, we lined up each canvas to be used by the students to connect them to the 
Billabong Creek, from where they live in relation to each other and the creek. Ros drew a 
creek between the artworks, connecting them all.

Students drafted their ideas for their identity and culture and drew symbols using pencils on 
their canvases.

Students painted their canvases by mixing colours, using large and small brushes, drawing 
inspiration from each other and discussing their ideas as they went.

This proved to be an opportunity for students to think deeply about their identity and culture 
and best represent it using symbols. At the conclusion of the day, we remade the creek by 
connecting all the canvases. They looked amazing!

“Making our Billabong Creek paintings 
was really fun. Ros helped us learn about 

Aboriginal symbols mix the right colours for our 
paintings.” - Student.
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Year 5 and 6, Darlington Point Public School

Year 5 & 6, St Peter’s Catholic Primary School, Coleambally

Year 4, 5, & 6, St Joesph’s Catholic Primary School, Jerilderie


