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Foreword
For many Australian families, having one parent
working away is a normal part of life. People
choose to work away for many different reasons,
and for those with children it’s not a decision
made lightly. Our little mining family has had
many years where Dad worked away – in fact
it’s been 11 years in total. We’ve had our ups
and downs of course, but overall, it’s been an
overwhelmingly positive experience.
It has been a great opportunity to get creative as
parents, and really encourage problem-solving,
optimism, resilience and happiness in our kids. If
you keep the lines of communication open, allow
feelings to be discussed and be practical in your
handling of tricky situations, you can absolutely
make the most of any industry that takes you
away for work.

For us, this meant using technology such as
Skype, Zoom and text messaging to the max,
both staying on the same page with parenting
and celebrating family events even if it meant
sending care packages to the mine site. At home
we created little routines to make the kids feel like
Dad’s work away was special, such as staying up a
bit later on his first night back from work.

Where is work? Harry’s Story shows children that
work means different things for different families
and that each family finds unique ways to feel
comforted and connected during this time apart.
It’s an important message for children with a
parent working away.
Alicia Ranford
Co-founder
Mining Family Matters
www.miningfm.com

Characters

Harry

Rachael

Harry’s Mum

Enjoys:

Enjoys:

Enjoys:

playing piano,
photographing sunsets

motorbikes and
puppets

playing saxophone
and country dancing

Harry’s Step-Father
Enjoys:
playing the trumpet and
New Vogue dancing

Dylan

Dylan’s Mum

Alana

Alana’s Mum

Enjoys:

Enjoys:
Scrabble and pottery

Enjoys:

Enjoys:

scrapbooking and
playing the xylophone

sudoku and
playing flute

sheep farming and
working dogs

Alana’s
Grandma
Enjoys:
riding her bike and
woodwork

Codi

Codi’s Dad

Sally

Jake

Enjoys:

Enjoys:

Enjoys:

Enjoys:

cricket and billycarts

beaches and painting

birds and
playing ukulele

playing violin and
drums

Luka

Luka’s Mum

Emir

Kaylee

Enjoys:

Enjoys:

Enjoys:

Enjoys:

trainsets and cooking

mechanical repairs
and Asian cooking

climbing trees and
insects

designing bridges,
maps

Our teacher asked us to
research a topic then write
a presentation. He asked us
to investigate something we
wanted to know more about.
We decided to find out about
what parents do when they
work away.
He said to me
“Harry, you need to be
like journalists. Ask lots of
questions to make sure your
presentation is detailed”.

It’s cool being a
journalist because you
get to use a microphone
and use big words.

You also get to ask
complicated questions.

When parents say they are ‘going to work’,
where do they go? What do they do?
My friends and I asked other
friends about their parents’
work. We discovered that
some parents work at home,
some work near their home,
and some work a long, long
way away.

Here’s what we found out...

Dylan’s Mum and her partner, Rob, work on
their property at home.

During harvest his Mum and
Rob work very long hours.
Dylan’s older brothers also
help them out. Dylan has
to be patient and do lots of
things by himself. He can
even make his own lunch and
answer the two-way radio.

Dylan loves
helping on the
farm on the
weekend. He
helps feed the
lambs and goes
on the motorbike
with his Mum
to check the
livestock.

Dylan hardly sees Rob
during harvest because he is
busy driving the header and
only sleeps for a few hours
at a time. Sometimes Dylan
feels sad and lonely, so he
spends time with his kelpie
dog, Lightning. Often Dylan
needs to pack his own lunch.
Dylan makes his Mum some lunch to eat when she comes home. He feels better
when he is busy helping. He gets a lift to the school bus with their neighbours.

Alana’s Mum works in the
surgery next door to their
house. She is a plastic surgeon
and works five days a week.

For three weeks a year she
volunteers with a charity
organisation called Interplast
and travels to other countries.
She works with other plastic
surgeons and health workers to
do operations on people who
need extra help. They either
cannot get to a surgeon or do
not have the money to travel or
pay for an operation.

When Alana’s Mum works
away, she says it is her most
rewarding work.
Alana doesn’t look forward
to her Mum going away. Her
Mum leaves behind her keys
and diary for Alana to look
after. After they drop Mum at
the airport, Alana cries a lot.

On the second day, when Alana has calmed
down, Grandma takes her to the creek for a
swim. Alana loves the creek and enjoys her
special time with Grandma.

Codi’s Dad is a miner. He
goes underground and uses
machinery to cart dirt and
rocks to the surface.
To get the machinery down
into the mine they have to cut
it up and take each part down
separately. A welder puts it all
back together underground.
Sometimes they cut up
vehicles, trucks, and even
trains.
Codi’s Dad has to fly for hours
to get to the mine. He works
for ten days at a time. After
working ten days he gets to
spend five days at home after
another long flight.

When he is away for work,
Codi’s Dad sleeps in the
dongas at the mine site. He
says he really misses being
at home with his family.
When Dad comes home, Codi and
his younger brother enjoy hearing
about his work in the mine and
funny stories about his mates,
Larry and Steve.

Sally and Jake’s Dad stays at home four days a week to
look after them.
On those days they enjoy making fruitcakes,
visiting friends, going to the park or just staying
home.

The fruitcake
is sent to their
mother who
is on Absence
from Home in
the Navy.

Three days a week their father
works as a safety officer.
He drops Sally and Jake to
preschool. Sometimes Jake goes
to their Grandma’s instead.
Their dad catches a bus to his
office in the city.

Luka’s Mum is a train driver.
Sometimes she is away for one night,
or two nights, or a whole week.

She loves her job because she gets to see
the countryside and visit different places.
She also likes meeting people. She tells Luka
about them after she arrives home. Luka’s
Dad has taken him on some of the trains to
watch his Mum work.

When she is away, Luka’s Mum
stays in motels and says she
misses Luka a lot. She sends Luka
funny messages to Dad’s phone.
Luka sends her back some jokes
and lets her know what he has
been doing each day.
When Mum is away for a whole
week, Luka, Dad and his baby
sister spend some time at
Grandpa’s and Nana’s farm.

The time seems to go faster when
he is busy helping out on the farm.
He still misses his Mum, but the
farm visit cheers him up.

Emir’s Dad works on an oil rig in the
ocean for three months at a time.
Emir and his Aunty and Uncle take Dad
to the airport. His Aunty and Uncle
will look after him for the next three
months. Sometimes Emir feels a bit
lonely when Dad is away, but he enjoys
staying with his cousins.

Sometimes Emir dreams about
his Dad when he is away. Dad
talks to him about the dreams
and tells him he will be okay. Emir
also talks about the dreams with
his Aunty which helps.

Before Dad leaves, he helps Emir dig
and plant a new vegetable patch
in the community garden. Dad tells
Emir he is responsible to look after
the patch while he is away. Emir and
his cousin can go there on their way
home from school.

Dad writes down a list of jobs for Emir
and his cousin to do in the garden. Emir is
surprised at how many jobs there are to
look after plants, especially if you want to
grow a healthy crop of vegetables.

Kaylee’s Dad works as a cultural tour guide.
He is away for a week or two at a time.
He travels to remote places and
shares his culture and knowledge
with others.

He loves his work because
he likes yarning and
prefers working outside.

When Kaylee’s Dad is away, he
takes pictures of different native
plants and animals that he sees.
When he gets home, he works
with Kaylee to organise the
pictures into an eBook. The book
is full of pictures of native plants
and animals. They include maps
to show the areas
where each plant and
animal lives.

Each time Dad is away Kaylee and Dad’s
partner find out more about the new plants
and animals in her eBook. Kaylee looks
forward to showing Dad what they have learnt
when he gets back.

So, where do your parents work?
Is it far, far away?
Is it just around the corner, or at
home?

If they go away, how long
do they stay away?

How often do they
go?

How do they get there?

How do you feel when they go away?
Cross, tense, grumpy, teary, sad, worried, clingy, cranky, angry?

Are your feelings different to these?
If so, how?
Can you match the feeling with the face?

As I have researched this topic, I have
found out lots of things.

They miss their
children when they
are away and can’t
wait to go home to
see them again.
Parents work away for
all sorts of reasons. They
think about their children
when they are away for
work and when they work
close to home.

They miss all the
special family times
together and feel sad
when they miss special
events.

How do I know? Oh, that is easy!
My Mum works away too! She is a
firefighter. Sometimes she is away for
a few days, or weeks, or even months.

When she is home, we organise
extra time to spend together as a
family. I even try hard to be nice to
my twin sister, Rachael.

My step-Dad, Frank, says it
is a modern-day miracle.
I miss Mum when she is
away. It is better when we
are all together.

Families are so special,
especially mine.

Questions

Which season of the year does wheat
harvesting occur? What is a chaser bin
and why is it needed?
Where would the wheat go once it leaves
Dylan’s farm? How would it get there?
Dylan’s farm also produces wool.
How often do sheep get shorn?
What is involved in tagging,
crutching, dipping, dosing, drafting
and jetting sheep? What is made
from wool in your house?

Australian kelpie dogs were developed to work
on Australian farms.
What makes them suitable for that?
What breeds were crossed to create kelpies?

Find the location of
some of the oil rigs in
Australia.
What do we use this
oil for?

Codi’s father works in an underground mine.
In a mine, what is a crib room and where does it
get its name from?

What are
safety
officers?
What sorts
of activities
do they do at
work?

How was this researchbased eBook written?
The static eBook was written using
research data collected with defence
families, professional experience and
later research. The overall research
project was titled ‘Young children’s
understandings and experiences of
parental deployment within an Australian
Defence Force (ADF) family’ (Rogers,
2017).

eBook research question
How can the use of an eBook assist
children to build their knowledge and
understanding of different types of
work that involves working away, and
the changes children experience when a
parent works away?

eBook research statement
This digitised eBook was designed
to build on children’s knowledge and
understanding of:
•

different types of work that require
parents to work away from home,

•

parent’s work at home on a farm
during busy periods, such as harvest
time,

•

different work arrangements, such as
working away for many months, or
going away for a few days at a time,

•

different care arrangements in
families when parents work away,
including extended family care,

•

emotional responses to parents
working away,

•

various methods of communication
with the absent parent, and

•

different ways to show care and love
in families.

In this book, children learn about work
in the transport, natural resources,
agriculture, military, emergency services
and medical sectors.

The book explores parents going a long
way away from home, but also, working
on a family farm. Despite being close
by, children may not see a parent for a
while due to the long hours involved.
Children also learn about different work
arrangements, such as working away
for many months or working away for a
few weeks or days at a time. The story
depicts different care arrangements
for the children, such as being looked
after by the at-home parent, or by a
member of their extended family, or a
combination of both. The book explores
various emotional responses children
can have when their parent works away.
Children also learn about the importance
of regular, positive communication with
the away-parent. This gives comfort to
both the child and the absent parent
and keeps communication open, despite
the distances involved. Families show
care and love in many ways, and this is
evident in the book. Instances include
children and at-home parents preparing
special meals for the absent parent’s
return and sending a parcel with baked
foods for the absent parent to enjoy.

What the literature and research says
This book explores a number of themes identified in the
author’s thesis entitled ‘Young Children’s Understanding
and Experiences of Deployment within an Australian
Defence Force Family’ and later research.
These themes include:

Emotional responses to deployment or training
Having one parent work away is emotionally
draining for family members. One of the
reasons for this, is that members of the family
struggle with the changes in the cohesion of
the family unit and need to fill in for the absent
parent (Rogers, 2017). These stressors are
often attributed to the high turnover of staff in
jobs that require long absences from families
(Beach & Cliff, 2003; Rogers, 2020b). During
parental absence, parents should allow children
to express their grief, while talking about some
of their own emotional responses. Parents who
respond by letting their children know that they
understand their sadness, help them to realise
that it is a normal response. Experiencing some
difficulties helps build resilience (Willcocks,

2014) if it can be managed effectively. Dreading
a parent’s departure can be minimised by
discussing the upcoming departure and the
associated feelings of the child in an open,
understanding and comforting way. It is best
not to tell very young children too far in advance
about a parent’s departure as they struggle
with the concepts of time. For this reason, Linke
(2007) recommends only a few days notice for
toddlers. Also, we cannot assume young children
and babies do not know what is happening.
It is important to realise that even babies
understand that a parent who provided comfort
and interaction is gone (Linke, 2007). Babies and
children all know when stress levels rise at home.

Cognitive responses

Communication

To assist children understand about
their parent’s work, Ranford et al. (2012)
recommend families visit the parent’s
workplace wherever that is possible. If this
is not feasible, photos, videos, drawings,
parcels, stories and descriptions can help the
child connect with the absent parent (Rogers,
2017). It is helpful for the child to know that
the parent enjoys and values their work
when they are away, but does not like being
away from their family. It is also important
for children to know a parent loves them,
whether they are at home or away working.

Family members at home and away need to
work hard to stay connected and interested
in each other’s lives. Phone and video
calls can be difficult at times, especially
when separations are lengthy. This may
be due to the time differences in different
locations, or the child does not want to
talk to the parent who is away because
they are distracted (Linke, 2007; Rogers,
2017). By sharing an interest or project with
their child before they leave, parents can
communicate about the interest or project
when they are apart (Rogers, 2020a). Such
interests and connections grow and extend
the relationship (Willcocks, 2014). Family
cohesion and family roles change when
one parent works away. Communication is
the key to helping families adjust to these
changes so they can cope with the stress
involved and cover each other’s roles when
one is away (Rogers, 2017). Taylor and
Simmonds (2009) outline ways in which
resilient families communicate, including
‘empathetic listening, clear messages,
supportive statements and effective problem
solving’ (p. 31).

Some children take on extra responsibilities
within the family as a way to show their
support and love (Rogers, 2017). This can
help distract the child from their sadness,
help them build new skills and develop a
new sense of importance within the family.
Many parents in the McGuire et. al. (2012)
study reported that their children developed
many independent skills when a parent was
deployed overseas. To avoid hurt feelings,
care needs to be taken to renegotiate
roles when the parent returns (Bowling &
Sherman, 2008).
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