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Ben’s Story
by Marg Rogers

illustrated by Raph Roberts

Foreword
Legacy is a unique and iconic Australian organisation that was established
in 1923 to support the families of veterans who had died or given their
health as a result of their service in World War One. The focus was on
ensuring that the children had the same opportunities as their peers to
reach their true potential.
In more recent conflicts the number of Defence personnel who have died
on operations has significantly decreased in comparison to past conflicts,
but the number of veterans that now live with severe physical injuries
and/or mental health issues as a result of their service has increased. The
needs of this generation of veterans are more complex than in the past
and requires a focus on their wellbeing, employment and connection with
the local community. Legacy works hard to provide social, emotional and
financial support to families of these veterans in order to build resilience
in the family unit.
This book describes the changes in the home and how families cope as a
unit to deal with the many challenges parents and children are confronted
with when someone has severe physical and/or mental health issues as a
result of an incident in the workplace. The family unit is the ‘icing when
someone falls down’ and the foundations on which they can rebuild their
life. Children play a key role in the success of that recovery. This theme
underpins the work of Legacy and I commend the author on supporting
children to appreciate what is happening at home and how to support the
family.
John Hutcheson AM ADC
CEO Legacy Club Services

Hi, we are here to
share this story with you.

Dad

Mum

Loves: hugs, trees, cooking

Loves: racing, jumping, recycling

Grandma
Loves: baking, ﬂowers, motorbikes

Ben
Loves: bike riding, adventures, paper planes

Tori
Loves: giggles, naps, hiding

Last month
Dad came home early
which was such a big surprise.

We were so happy to see him and
Mum had tears in her eyes.

They said
he had been injured.
But how could that be true?

Yet there he was, just as they said,
injured, tired and sore too.

And so,
things have been a bit different,
since Dad came back home.

It’s the little things I notice
that just aren’t the same.

Mum is always busy,
doing all those things Dad did
before he went away.

It’s been hard for us to adjust
now Mum hardly has time to play.

They talk a lot,
Mum and Dad, and it means
I have to wait.

It’s hard to believe anyone
could have so much to say.

And so,
things have been a bit different,
since Dad came back home.

And now Mum spends
lots of time, talking on the phone.

First appointments have to be made,
then lots of tests need to be done
and Dad can’t go alone.

Appointments take ever so long,
and tests are much the same.

I’m getting to know all the staff,
they even know my name.

Mum is looking tired now,
And sometimes I hear her sigh.

Last night while helping my sister, Tori,
I saw a tear roll out of her eye.

I hear mum crying
late at night
so I know she’s feeling sad.

And sometimes I hear Dad shout;
he does sound really mad.

There’s even been some tears,
a tantrum and two ﬁghts.

But luckily that’s just the adults
and us kids have been alright.

And so,
things have been a bit different,
since Dad came back home.

And Dad is really jumpy
at every sudden sound.

He’s also very grumpy
when we forget to ‘keep it down’.

And he asks funny questions,
about things he already knows.

Mum says ‘Just answer him again’,
and calls it ‘memory loss’,
but on and on it goes.

?

And to top things off
down the street,
some people stop and stare.

Didn’t anyone tell them
it’s rather rude to glare?

And so,
things have been a bit different,
since Dad came back home.

And well,
I am not sure I really like
the way things are right now.

I don’t know what to do
but I want to help somehow.

It was alright before,
But will it be okay once again?

And mostly,
I just can’t work out what I need to do
or how to do it, or when.

And so,
I ask my Grandma,
who knows lots of things.

Then she tells me a story,
to help me understand.

A story about Dad’s birthday cake,
when he was turning ﬁve.

Grandma cooked it early,
before the guests arrived.

It sat on the rack for ages
and she iced it as best she could.

Grandma set the table outside
because the garden
looked so good.

And then,
around the corner of the garden,
pedaling fast on his trike

came Dad the-little-terror
with no control of that jolly bike

He ran into the table
And knocked drinks and plates
that were new;

but worst of all, the birthday
cake went ﬂying into the garden too.

The cake looked really bad,
crumpled in the dirt.

Luckily Dad wasn’t hurt,
but the cake needed lots of work.

So Grandma cut off all the dirt
and spread some more icing really thick.

She covered up the wobbly bits with decorations
which was a clever trick.

Grandma was still upset
because the cake wasn’t quite the same.

It didn’t look like it did before
but then she realised it was still a good cake.
It tasted yummy
when the guests ﬁnally came.

The guests didn’t complain
about the unusual shape of the cake.

They said it was ‘really lovely’
and asked for the recipe to bake.

And so,
Grandma said she learned a lot
from that difﬁcult, crazy day.

For time heals most wounds,
but there are some that don’t improve
and so they are here to stay.

Grandma says,
‘Families can be the icing
when someone has fallen down’.

You can support them to stay together,
by spreading love all around.

And so,
things
have
been
a
bit
different,
things have been a bit different,
since
Dad
came
back
home.
since Grandma told that story.

I know I can help Mum and Dad,
with love and support
and so can my sister, Tori.

And just like Grandma’s icing,
I can help Dad make it through.

The wobbly bits don’t stand a chance
with our special family glue.

So, every once in a while
when I catch myself sigh,
or I see Mum roll her eyes,
we stop and have a hug.

And then we share a laugh
about Grandma's funny tale
while Mum makes me a cup of tea
in my favourite mug.

And then I think about Dad
and Mum, and Tori and me.

And everything we all need to do
to ice our special wobbly cake.

How many adults in Ben’s family?
How many children are in Ben’s family?
How many family members in total?
What do kangaroos eat?
What do kangaroos do to cool themselves down?

What minor injuries have you had since you were born?
e.g. falling over and scraping your knee.
What was done to help you get better?
Who helped you when you were injured when you needed cuddles and kindness?
Who helped you to do tasks you could normally do by yourself?

How was this research-based eBook written?
The static eBook was written using research data collected with defence families combined with the literature. The overall
research project was titled ‘Young children’s understandings and experiences of parental deployment within an Australian
Defence Force (ADF) family’ (Rogers, 2017). The information below and in the next few pages, explores research from the
eBook and the original research project.

eBook research question
How can the use of an eBook assist children from defence families to build their knowledge and understanding of parents'
service-related injuries and the changes they experience when that occurs in their family?

eBook research statement
This static eBook was designed to build on children’s knowledge and understanding of:
- physical injuries including some that get better and some that don't
- the shock and emotional responses of other family members to physical injuries
- the mental effects of some physical injuries e.g. memory loss
- the treatment involved with physical injuries
- extra emotional and physical support needed by someone with a physical injury
- the household challenges and changes involved when a parent has physical injuries
- the effects of a physical injury on family relationships and simple ways to support each other
- the stigma associated with injuries
- practical ways to assist a parent with an injury
- types of changes and ways to cope with change and build resilience
- the importance of extended family in times of need

This eBook provides a starting point for parents and family workers to talk to children about some of the experiences of young children within the Australian Defence Force (ADF) families who have experienced a parent who returns home with service-related
physical injuries. To do this, the graphically designed characters show a kangaroo called Ben, whose father returns home from deployment with an injury, experiencing the shock and emotional responses that he and other family members experience. Children
learn about the mental effects of some injuries, such as memory loss. The text and illustrations reveal the various treatments
involved to help heal, or partially heal physical injuries. Information in the book demonstrates that such treatment involves many
phone calls and medical and allied health appointments and the stress this creates for the family. Additionally, children learn about
the extra physical and emotional support parents with physical injuries need, by learning about the extra tasks family members do
for them.
The book explores the changes that occur in the home when a parent is injured and how Ben feels about those changes. The differences in the background of the illustrations show Ben's acceptance and resilience as it increases. e.g. the background is very dark
when the parent ﬁrst arrives home but gets gradually becomes lighter as Ben learns more and begins to understand and accept the
changes within the household. The book depicts ways the other family members need to support each other as they struggle to
assist the injured parent. The stigma associated with injuries is also demonstrated when Ben becomes upset when people stare at
his father when they go out. Extended family as a source of support is demonstrated when Ben gets help and assistance in understanding what is happening from his grandmother. Ben learns ways to deal with change and how to support his family in practical
and emotional ways. Such narratives assist children to gain understanding of difﬁcult family situations and the way to build resilience by learning from the characters.

What the literature and research says
This book explores themes identiﬁed in the author’s thesis entitled ‘Young children’s understandings and experiences of parental
deployment within an Australian Defence Force (ADF) family’ (Rogers, 2017) undertaken at the University of New England.
Speciﬁc challenges when a parent returns home injured
Injuries are a shock for both the person injured and for their family members. Within the defence forces, initial information regarding the severity of the injuries and what this will mean for the family can be very difﬁcult to obtain. Additionally, medical testing may
still be occurring, and their condition might be changing as they begin to recover, meaning the information is not always reliable.
Grief and loss responses will be inevitable for the injured personnel and all members of the family, including very young children.
While the parent is alive, the states of grief are still normal as members of the family and the injured member grieve for the loss of
how things were. The stages of grief include shock, disbelief, anger, bargaining, depression and eventually, acceptance (Holland,
2018). Protective factors within military families can include extended family, other military friends and ADF supports
(Rogers-Baber, 2017), such as Open Arms (Defence Veterans Association) and the Defence Community Organisation (DCO). Connecting to such supports can improve a family's resilience (Antcliff, Daniel, Burgess & Sale, 2014), and these might also include general community supports. Families who are connected have a much better chance of rebounding after difﬁcult life events and
stages (Antcliff et. al., 2014).

Reintegration into civilian life
Hypervigilance and residual aggression can be challenging when there is a sudden re-entry into civilian life after deployment (Dekel, Wadsworth, &
Sanchez, 2015). Sometimes they report involuntary reactions to loud noises, such as when a car backﬁres, sending them into combat mode. This can
exacerbate traumatic feelings, decrease conﬁdence and cause embarrassment to themselves and their families (Rogers, 2017). Strong links to both
the military and civilian community have been demonstrated to promote a sense of belonging and improve wellbeing (Pickering & Lamb, 2020).
Additionally, connection with nature-based outdoor activities can be crucial to improve wellbeing. Bakarat and Yousufzai (2020, p, 51) state ‘there is
an emerging body of evidence on the relationship between mental well-being and accessibility to green space and nature settings, particularly for
vulnerable populations’, such as veterans.
Supporting injured veterans with mental health conditions
Returned service personnel are susceptible to mental health conditions. This can include PTSD, which is an individual's reaction after indirect or
direct exposure to extreme traumatic stress, usually involving intense levels of helplessness, horror, fear, random or stressed behaviour (O'Brien,
2004, p.3). Spouses, children and grandchildren are vulnerable to the secondary transference of PTSD because of their empathy, knowledge of the
trauma and their role as a carer of the patient (O'Brien, 2004). Buffering the effects of these problems are the strong relationships within military
families, which provide protective factors for family members (Rogers-Baber, 2017; Rogers, 2020). Access to mental health services that personnel
are willing to use can be challenging for military personnel (Bowen, Martin, Mancini, & Swick, 2015), often due to stigma and fears the information
may be given to their superiors. Community supports might be of assistance in these situations. Other allied health services may also improve
mental health, such as occupational therapy (Rostek, 2020), so these might be an early step to seeking professional assistance and a potential link
to mental health services.
Supporting children when a parent has an injury
To support children, narratives can be used because they are very powerful learning tools. Narratives are a way for children to practice their emotional responses to stressful situations in a safe way (Gottschall, 2012; Rogers, 2019), such as when a parent is injured. Additional support from educators might assist the child and provide another source of comfort and someone different to talk to about the changes occuring at home. Educators can be a link to other services within the community (Wilson, 2016). Professional health support services, such as counselling may be needed,
so linking with Open Arms (DVA), the Defence Community Organisation (DCO) and Legacy will provide families with various options. Kookaburra Kids
provide age-appropriate early intervention and prevention programs, resources, supports, activity days and camps for children affected by mental
health conditions within their family.
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