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connecting young people to nature

River Detectives Story of Change

Deans Marsh Primary School, Corangamite CMA region, 2022

CORANGAMITE CMA

River Detectives is a cross-curricular, citizen-science program connecting teachers and young people with
their local waterway. Through water quality testing, macroinvertebrate sampling, and habitat surveys
students learn about the importance of catchment health and their role in caring for it.

Since 2016, the program has been available to schools and youth groups in five regions across Victoria.

In the Corangamite CMA region Russell Taylor-Shaw is the teaching principal at Deans Marsh Primary
School, a small rural school of 40 students with three class groups in 2022: Prep/1/2, Grade 3/4 and Grade
5/6. For the last three years, Grade 3/4 have participated in the River Detectives program.

Deans Marsh is a wonderful place with unique nature and wildlife, and the school draws on its environment
to support student learning. It has been an active River Detectives school since 2020.

“We do a lot of environment stuff on site at school,
but the proximity of the Deans Marsh Creek is just a
good opportunity for us [to get the kids out into the
community]. We pride ourselves on being a
community school — and so, we love the walk down
there as well because people see us with our buckets
and our nets and it's good. We walk along the main
street of the town and we only have to cross two
roads and we're there. It's not a long walk but there’s
not a lot of town around us!”

Deans Marsh Primary School adopts responsibility for testing the water quality of Deans Creek, a tributary of
the Barwon River, a significant river in the Corangamite CMA region — and they’ve learned a lot about where
the water comes from and where it goes:

“So the water starts up in the Otways, and Deans Marsh
Creek is really where it starts and then eventually it ends
up in the Barwon River. So the kids find that interesting
as well. All that water is flying down those hills — they all
know that area well and then it's coming to us in this
creek.

“We've looked at the River Detectives videos on rivers
and things and that's been good for the kids to access a
bit more information because they do [get a better
understanding of the whole concept of catchment, not
just a creek on its own].
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“We're an inquiry learning school, so we encourage students to have wonderings about topics; and they do
have wonderings about nature and about the environment and about their local area, and so this is a good
program — and it’s a year-round program. We do our other inquiry topics just for a term, but this one runs
throughout the whole year.

“We try and get down there once a month to do testing and see it in all its different stages. We're heading
down next week, and there's a little dam on the way there and the landowners told us it's full of tadpoles
[following recent, sustained rainfalls], so we'll be doing a bit of a detour.”

The school enjoys visits by River Detectives coordinators from the Corangamite CMA. This year Deirdre
Murphy held a macroinvertebrate incursion where students learnt about aquatic waterbugs and collected
further data.

“[When Deirdre] showed us the water bugs and brought a sample in and there was a little pygmy perch fish
and the kids, were like: ‘OK, we're gonna go down there again, ‘cause we haven't found a pygmy perch!” So,
yeah, they're pretty determined.”
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The school fosters extensive community partnerships and demonstrates a substantial commitment to
environmental education, including an annual trip to the Bambra wetlands to investigate a larger local
ecosystem and conduct revegetation at Bambra.
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They’ve developed the school wetlands into a small wildlife reserve involving a partnership with Landcare
and local families.

Parents and community members have shared their knowledge of native flora and fauna, working with the
school to create a nature walk linking the school wetland with the playground.
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The school is also involved in recycling programs, is a Resource Smart School and is part of the Schools
Water Efficiency Program.

Through a water meter installed on their main tank, students and staff monitor water consumption to assist
the school to become as water efficient as possible.

And let’s not forget about the local cricket club connection:

“Our Grade 5/6s last year were studying the rakali, which is a local
species, like a swamp rat. And that's what the local cricket team is
named after, the Rakali: the Deans Marsh Swamp Rats.

“So they're the swamp residents; and we've got a big artwork here
of a rakali, so that's always in the back of the mind as well: will we
see arakali? The way the Grade 5/6s described it to these guys
[Grade 3/4], they think it's about a metre long. So it's like some
kind of mythical beast. So yeah, I think they’re probably looking for
something that's maybe a bit bigger than what it is!”

Russell explains the impact the River Detectives program has had on the school and students:

“River Detectives is one of those things that students will list as a personal highlight in the yearbook, where
students talk about their gratitude and their highlights from the year and put all their photos on their page.

“But it's more than that; there's the invisible aspects too: the pride in their town and in their environment and
in themselves.

“They're in little teams named after water bugs. So we've got our water boatman team for instance, and each
time the team will have a different testing regime. They might be testing the pH one week or the electrical
conductivity and that water boatman team gets quite close and they've designed themselves some little
logos and things and they've got a folder of their notes. So we've really embraced it as a school program and
added our own flair to it.

“So there are a lot of invisible things, like that team building and that pride, and that sense of achievement in
doing something good for the community. When we all sit down and enter the data at the end, they can all
hear it and can all see the fish change colour (on the screen) based on the quality of the water. So there’s
quite a bit of learning in there as well — the testing, the main four tests — but we also try and get some
samples to look at and do the habitat check as well.”

For Russell, the River Detectives program has provided a flexible, engaging, outdoor learning experience:

“River Detectives is a really good out-of-classroom experience for the kids. If COVID taught us anything, it's
that we're not always going to be in our classrooms. Things don't always go to plan. So it's good that we can
show that some great learning can happen outside of the classrooms as well. Pulling on the gumboots and
heading down to the Deans Marsh Creek with the kids and the school therapy dog and all our buckets and
things is a great adventure — last time we got caught in the heaviest rain I've ever experienced. And you
know, it's all just part of the adventure. And the kids — the kids really love it.”

For more information:

Email riverdetectives@nccma.vic.gov.au or visit www.riverdetectives.net.au
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