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Introduction: 
Working from home or away from the regular workplace (i.e. off-site) arrangements for employees may be 
put in place for a variety of reasons. Consequently, there are certain aspects to consider especially 
concerning employer expectations regarding workplace health and safety. 
 
Working off-site can have many benefits such as work-life balance, reduced commuting time and improved 
productivity. However, the negative impacts of working off-site can include loneliness (social and 
professional isolation) as well as reduced creativity. It can also lead to an inability to form strong workplace 
bonds. Technology and wellbeing issues can become a challenge when remote access to the workplace is 
prolonged.  
 
A risk assessment of the off-site office environment is essential and it is recommended that employees 
complete checklists to set up a home or off-site office.  
 
Online environments allow for regular interactions and our schools are well-resourced to allow teaching 
and learning to occur remotely. For teaching staff, the lack of direct face-to-face engagement with students 
requires new ways to communicate and a need to apply innovative ways to achieve work plans and goals. 
All employees need to remember that school policies continue to apply and that the safeguarding of 
students and staff in an online environment is paramount.  
 
Purpose: 
To provide guidelines to employees of Mercy Education Ltd (Mercy Education) and Mercy schools on how 
to work productively and safely off-site. 
 
Definitions: 
Employee: any member of staff working for Mercy Education  and its schools. 
 
Hazard: a situation or thing that has the potential to harm a person.  
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Home or off-site work environment: the place off-site where work is carried out for an employer. The work 
environment is composed of physical conditions, such as office temperature, or equipment, (e.g. personal 
computers) and includes factors such as work processes or procedures. 
 
Risk: the possibility that harm (death, injury or illness) might occur when exposed to a hazard. 
 
Control measures: actions taken to minimise or eliminate health and safety risks so far as is reasonably 
practicable. 
 
Operational Instruction Coverage: 
These instructions are applicable to all employees of Mercy Education and its schools and apply when an 
employee is required or permitted to work in an off-site work environment.  
 
Child Protection  
Mercy Education has a zero tolerance to child abuse and all policies and instructions related to child 
protection and communicating with students in an online environment apply in an off-site work 
environment and any remote location.  
 
Policies, procedures and codes of conduct need to be updated to reflect an online teaching and learning 
environment. Risk management considerations include: 
a. communicating expected standards of behaviour to teachers 
b. whether teachers are permitted by the Principal to tutor students one-on-one 
c. how students and teachers can report suspected child abuse  
d. communicating expected standards of behaviour to students  
e. communicating expectations to parents and carers related to use of the school’s online platform and 

how to guide and monitor the online behaviour of their children 
f. the appropriate internal décor of the home working environment for videoconferencing situations 
 
General Guidelines: 
01 Consistent with the workplace health and safety acts of different jurisdictions in Australia, Mercy 

Education and its schools must ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable, the health and safety of 
people in the workplace, which includes people working off-site away from the regular workplace. 
Employees also have an obligation to take care of their own health and safety at work. These 
responsibilities continue to apply for both parties, wherever the work is being conducted. 

02 If employees are being asked to continue to perform duties onsite and an employee advises that they 
request to undertake these duties from home (e.g. during a pandemic situation, for personal issues 
etc.), discussions with the delegated agent of the employer (e.g. Principal, who may delegate this 
approval to the employee’s manager) must occur to provide reasons for the request.  
 
Consideration of the request will be accommodated unless the employee’s role or the duties 
consistent with their role cannot be reasonably performed off-site. If this is not suitable, the Principal 
may consider granting access to other paid leave entitlements (e.g. personal, annual or long service 
leave) or alternatively a period of paid or unpaid leave as per the relevant state industrial agreement.  
 
Special industrial requirements may apply in the case of an enforced requirement to work off-site if 
mandated by a relevant authority such as the Health Department or Government. These will be 
communicated through the State Catholic Education Commission which undertakes the relevant 
enterprise bargaining agreement for the employee. 
 

  

https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/glossary#risks
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03 Employees are required to ensure that their off-site (e.g. home) office environment has a hazard free 
workspace and they have an obligation to ensure that it remains safe. As much as possible, 
individuals should keep the physical location of their home office away from areas of heavy traffic in 
their home.  

 
They should consider each of the following, as they apply to them: 
a. Manage time effectively  
b. Create and follow a priority list 
c. Know when to take breaks  
d. Set rules for children and other members of the household 
e. Allocate family time  

 
Employees should complete a ‘Safe Working Self-Assessment Checklist’ and are advised to send it to 
their manager, Principal or delegate prior to commencing work in an off-site environment. (refer 
Appendix 1) 

 
05 Employees should recognise, understand and be sensitive to individual differences and limits of 

communication in an off-site working environment. Managers and employees should be aware that 
much information is conveyed on how words are delivered and how facial expressions are used. 
Therefore, when working from home, there needs to be increased sensitivity on how 
communication occurs between individuals.  

 
Technology 
06 The technology should be enough for employees to work from home, including a broadband 

connection that has sufficient capacity for employees to work efficiently and effectively.  
 

Where employees have been issued a laptop or tablet device by their employer (e.g. the school), 
they are required to use this equipment when working from home. If employees do not have a 
laptop or tablet device provided by work and will be working off-site, they should speak with their 
Information Communications Technology Manager about the arrangements which will apply.  
 
Where available, employees may be permitted to use their personal computer for work purposes if 
they can access relevant software and have appropriate security measures and anti-virus software in 
place. Employees should concentrate on correct manual handling techniques when lifting or moving 
equipment they are required to use at home or off-site (refer Appendix 2). 
 

07 In some cases, employees may be eligible for reimbursement or subsidy of internet and phone 
charges and Principals should consider whether this matter is appropriate. Home office taxation 
advice should be sought from an authorised taxation consultant only. If employees do not have 
enough data in order to work remotely and/or are concerned about the use of their telephone and 
internet to perform work, they should speak with their manager or the Principal. 

 
Security and Data Breach 
08 All equipment and information related to work duties must be kept securely in the off-site 

environment. Private and confidential material must always be kept secure. When working off-site, 
employees must ensure that they take all reasonable precautions to maintain confidentiality of 
written and online material. 

 
09 The risk of a data breach increases when employees are working off-site. Many employees access 

organisational information (including emails and texts) using personal devices; they may store 
information on personal drives, the cloud or networks; they may not utilise a virtual private network 
(VPN); and may not be aware of increased cyber risks in their use of web browsers to access 
information.  
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The cyber threat may increase off-site with more ransomware attacks occurring by phishing emails. 
Managers should ensure employees are educated about the risks (continually evolving) and ensure 
basic cyber safety guidelines. School policies related to the acceptable use of electronic devices and 
the internet still apply.  

 
10 Virtual classrooms raise issues of privacy. Parents should not participate or conduct conversations in 

virtual classrooms, even if present to supervise. 
 
Working safely at a desk (refer Appendix 3) 
11 When sitting at a desk, employees should ensure: 

a.  that their chair, desk, computer screen and keyboard are set up at an appropriate level 
b.  they avoid cradling the telephone with their neck as this will cause neck and shoulder fatigue 
c.  the use of headsets or earphones where possible. Standing up while using the telephone is a 

great posture and stretch break. 
d.  they pause every 30 minutes for a few minutes and stretch 
e.  they take breaks from viewing their screen or printed material to look at items in the distance 

and blink regularly 
 
Reporting safety incidents and accidents 
12 The reporting of workplace incidents is a critical component in the effective management of 

workplace health and safety. All employees are required to promptly report any workplace incidents 
(injury, illness, near-miss events and hazardous conditions) that occur in the off-site working 
environment to their manager or Business Manager. Schools are required to establish and publish 
these reporting procedures. 

 
13 Workers compensation arrangements apply to all injuries arising out of, or in the course of 

employment, whether the injury occurred while the person was working from home, another off-site 
location or in the usual workplace, subject to satisfying legislative requirements. The eligibility of a 
claim needs to be determined by the appropriate Mercy Education WorkCover agent.  

 
14 Employees should develop a plan for, and practise evacuating from the home with their family or 

household members to ensure everyone is aware of what to do in an emergency, such as a house 
fire. Preparing for emergencies will help reduce panic and will ensure all members of the household 
arrive at a pre-determined meeting point, such as at a neighbour’s house or on the footpath outside 
the property. 

 
Exercise and general fitness (refer Appendix 4) 

15 Exercise and general fitness are important in any office environment, as they help to: 

a. break up static muscle load, particularly across the neck and shoulders 

b. increase blood flow and oxygen to the muscles 

c. promote muscle relaxation by stretching and contracting the muscles 

 
Long periods of sitting are reported to lead to increased risk of heart disease, obesity, diabetes and 
cancer. Employees should make efforts to move regularly and take appropriate breaks to get fresh 
air during working hours. 
 

Personal wellbeing 
16 It is vitally important to Mercy Education to ensure the wellbeing of all its employees, including those 

who are working in an off-site work environment. Employees should make efforts to remain 
connected and they are encouraged to use videoconferencing facilities to speak with colleagues to 
help maintain the usual workplace relationships. Principals, senior leaders and managers are 
encouraged to organise regular individual and team meetings via videoconference. Employees should 
also be invited to call their manager at any time during normal contact periods to discuss any 
concerns they have regarding working off-site arrangements.   

http://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-living/adult-health/expert-answers/sitting/faq-20058005
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17 Job design, specifically the level of autonomy, is important for employee satisfaction. Principals, 
managers and employees should have a clear understanding of how their productivity is measured 
and how they will communicate and receive feedback (including how often). Managers should 
understand individual characteristics and that not everyone prefers to work off-site.  

 
An employee may miss the social interaction; they may not have a suitable place off-site to work; and 
those with disabilities may not have the resources they need at home. For some employees working 
from home may raise stress levels, for example, if they also have caring responsibilities. If it is 
deemed to not be reasonable, safe nor practical for an employee to be working off-site while also 
caring for children or others, it will be reasonable for the Principal or manager to make this 
assessment and put leave arrangements in place as necessary and according to agreement 
conditions. 

 
18 Employees will continue to have access to the Access Employee Assistance Program (EAP), available 

via https://www.accesseap.com.au/ and on 1800 818 728. 
 
School Policies  
19 School policies and existing employment contracts still apply to employees working from home.  
 

Unless otherwise agreed, all staff are to maintain the same working hours that they would normally 
undertake. Clear expectations should be set for when employees need to be available for 
communication with managers, other employees and students. Arrangements for ‘out-of-office’ 
notifications need to be determined. 
 
Principals and managers should not send non-urgent communication such as emails in non-worktime 
because this encourages employees to respond after-hours, setting up an always-available culture. 
 
Employees are always expected to maintain professional standards and should be mindful of their 
dress code, the background in the room particularly for videoconference participation and 
interaction with students online.  
 
Applications for leave must still be approved as per the usual arrangements. Employees should 
ensure that their school has up-to-date contact information including their mobile phone number 
and home address. 

 
Appendices: 
1. Safe Working Self-Assessment Checklist 
2. Manual handling guidelines  
3. Guidelines for working safely at a desk 
4. Guidelines for taking breaks and stretching  

 
Related Documents: 
Mercy Education Policy 6.09 Child Protection  
Mercy Education Policy 5.04 Workplace Health and Safety  
Mercy Education Policy 1.07 Privacy 
Mercy Education Code of Conduct  
 
Review History: 

Version Date Released Next Review  Author Approved 

1.0 April 2020 April 2023 Head of People and 
Culture  

MEL Executive  
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Appendix 1: Safe Working Self-Assessment Checklist 
This checklist provides guidance for the assessment of an offsite or home/work environment. These are minimum 
requirements and there may be additional requirements for specific roles at the school. It is important that you reassess your 
remote/home office work area regularly. 

Be mindful that Mercy Education policies and school policies apply when working offsite. 

Please work through this checklist for each new offsite work environment. If you have any questions or concerns, please 
contact your manager. 

Work practices and any physical activity required to be undertaken  

▪ Take appropriate breaks to ensure repetitive actions are not continued for long periods  

▪ Take breaks every 30 minutes of keyboarding and stand at least once per hour  

▪ Breaks involve stretching and changing of posture and possibly alternating activity  

▪ Check you have a comfortable posture. Sitting posture is upright or slightly reclined, maintaining slight 
hollow in lower back (refer Appendix 2) 

 

▪ Keep wrists upright while typing and make sure they are not supported on any surface while typing  

▪ Use your hand to hold telephone receiver or wear a headset (no cradling)  

▪ Make sure any lifting, pushing or carrying type task is well within your physical capacity (that is where 
possible between shoulder and mid-thigh height and close to your body) (Refer Appendix 3) 

 

▪ Use trolleys or other mechanisms (including assistance from others) to move heavy and awkward items   

▪ Consider appropriate footwear for the task being undertaken   

▪ Stay hydrated – drink water regularly   

The work environment  

▪ A work area has been identified to provide adequate space for working – it is recommended that you 
have approximately 2.3 metres square unencumbered space around your work area 

 

▪ Check the level of illumination and location of lighting fixtures are suited to the activity. The lighting level 
should be sufficient for visual tasks to be completed without eye strain. Greater illumination is generally 
needed for very fine visual tasks. Natural and artificial light sources should not create glare via reflection 
on the computer screen or working surface 

 

 

▪ Check there are sufficient levels of ventilation and thermal comfort  

▪ Check that there is no excessive noise affecting the work area and that ambient noise level is appropriate  

▪ Check that the location, height and other physical characteristics of furniture and computer/s are suited 
to the task and take into consideration other factors, for example, egress routes, direction of light source 

 

 

▪ Check walkways are clear of clutter and trip hazards such as trailing electrical cords  

▪ Check there is no damage flooring (e.g. uneven tiles, pulled up carpet)   

▪ Check there is suitable storage for documents and books to enable easy and safe access   

▪ Ensure that the most frequently used items are within easy reach from the seated position  

▪ Where possible, only use equipment that has been issued by the workplace and that electrical equipment 
has recently been tagged and tested 

 

Communication 

▪ Make an agreement about a reasonable communication system between you and your manager (for 
example, call-in, Skype or email morning and night) 

 

▪ Inform your manager if there is any change that may impact your health and safety or the health and 
safety of another worker (for example, a new pet, renovations or moving house) 

 

 

▪  Ensure that an agreed communications strategy between you and your manager is documented  

  



Page 7 of 11 

 

Online learning/teaching or meeting   

▪ Before any video conferencing, check that your background view is appropriate for the purpose of the 
meeting 

 

▪ Wear appropriate attire that meets Mercy Education/school dress code   

▪ For teaching staff, check with the Principal the procedure or policy for tutoring students one-to-one 
online. It is only safe to do so if the arrangements meet child protection standards and Mercy Education 
policies related to safeguarding children 

 

▪ For teaching staff, check with the Principal the procedure or policy for students and teachers creating 
chat rooms or study groups and/or creating separate online learning groups within a current virtual 
classroom setting. It is only safe to do so if the arrangements meet child protection standards and Mercy 
Education policies related to safeguarding children 

 

▪ Be aware of privacy issues during virtual classrooms where parents should not participate or conduct 
conversations even if present to supervise 

 

Mental Health  

▪ Set up your workstation and establish boundaries around your work hours with your partner, children 
and/or house mates 

 

▪ Schedule regular meetings and catch ups with your manager, team and clients to help you maintain 
ongoing contact and foster positive working relationships 

 

▪ Stay connected via phone, email and/or online (via the workplace videoconferencing, instant messaging 
platforms, etc) to keep you across latest developments with work, your team and organisation 

 

▪ Use outdoor spaces where possible when you take breaks and try to incorporate some exercise or other 
activity as part of your working day 

 

▪ Identify any potential distractions (other persons in the home, traffic noise, etc) and put strategies in 
place to minimise them, for example separating your workstation from the rest of the house 

 

▪ Keep a sensible work schedule that reflects your usual daily schedule in the workplace  

▪ Ensure you get adequate sleep  

Other Factors  

Safety and Security - Check that:  

▪ Security is sufficient to prevent unauthorised entry   

▪ Equipment and information (hardcopy and electronic) can be maintained securely   

▪ You have taken all reasonable precautions to maintain confidentiality of written and online material  

▪ Sufficient power points are available which are in good working order and not overloaded  

▪ All equipment in the home or off-site office is suitable and in good condition  

Emergency - Check that:  

▪ Emergency contact numbers for your employer are known, current and accessible   

▪ A smoke detector is installed in/near the work area and is properly maintained  

▪ You are aware of the accident/incident reporting procedures for your school  

Individual factors  

▪ Ensure any medical conditions or special needs to ensure health and safety have been advised to your 
manager 

 

Summary of Assessment  

Please list any items above where there are concerns or any other hazard not noted in the above checklist. 
 

 

 

 
I am satisfied/not satisfied with my Safe Work Self-Assessment (circle appropriate response). I will advise my manager if any 
significant changes occur before the next review date. 
 
Signature 
 
Date: 
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Appendix 2: Manual handling guidelines 
 
Manual handling involves common actions such as lifting, lowering, carrying, pushing, pulling, holding or restraining. It may 
also include stretching, bending, sustained and awkward postures and repetitive movements. Muscle strains can occur 
suddenly and may result from forceful exertion in a bent or twisted posture, for example, lifting a ream of paper from the 
floor without maintaining the natural curves of your spine. There can be a cumulative component to musculoskeletal 
disorders, whereby awkward positioning, excessive force or repetition over a prolonged period can ultimately result in wear 
and tear on the musculoskeletal system.  
 
If you have any manual handling concerns, contact your manager. 
 

Type of injuries related to manual handling Examples of manual handling tasks 

▪ Repetitive strain injuries 

▪ Muscle injuries 

▪ Tendon and ligament injuries 

▪ Bone injuries 

▪ Injuries from falling objects 

▪ Typing 

▪ Lifting and moving boxes 

▪ Filing 

▪ Carrying folders/books 

▪ Printing large amounts of work 

▪ Using trolleys 

The S.M.A.R.T lifting technique – This technique can be used to pick up small, light loads 
from low levels. 

 Size up that load 

• Assess the load (shape, size and weight)  

• Determine where the load needs to be moved and placed 

• Determine whether you can carry the load or whether a mechanical aid should be used 

 
 

Move the load as close to the body as possible  

• Carry the load as close to the body as possible 

• Secure your grip  

 

 
Always bend your knees 

• Keep feet apart in a comfortable position (usually in line with hips) 

• Minimise lower back bending 

• Bend knees (squat or semi-squat position) 

 
 

Raise the load with your legs 

• Lift the load with your legs, not your back, in a smooth motion (avoid twisting or jerky movements) 

• Maintain normal curvature of the spine 

 

 
Turn your feet in the direction you want to move 

• Change direction by pointing your feet and not twisting your back 

• To set the load down, squat down, keep your head up and allow your legs to carry the weight 
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Appendix 3: Guidelines for working safely at a desk  
 
If you are using a portable electronic and communication device such as a tablet (iPad), laptop computer or a desktop 
computer, it is important that you have the correct setup making your workstation comfortable. 

The following guidance can help reduce the risk of musculoskeletal discomfort or injury when using desktop or laptop 
devices: 

Where possible, in relation to the chair: 

• the seat height, seat tilt, angle and backrest are all adjustable 

• there is adequate lumbar support 

• the chair height is adjusted so that feet are flat on the floor and knees are bent at right angles with thighs parallel to 
the floor 

• the chair does not have armrests (or, where the chair has armrests, they are stowed out of the way while typing) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
When using a laptop: 

Laptops were originally designed for short duration, irregular use and not for daily continuous operation so it is not 
recommended that a laptop is used for an extended period of time or for it to be the primary computer on its own. It is 
recommended that employees connect the laptop to an external monitor, keyboard and mouse with adjustable height stand 
that allows employees to be ergonomically setup.  
 

• increase the frequency of breaks as well as postural changes. Sustained static postures are not ideal and increase our 
risk of injury. Move around your work space environs frequently throughout the day, working from different locations 
with your laptop 

• Stand as often as possible (e.g. when in a meeting or on the telephone moving around while you do). 

• Schedule postural breaks and follow the guidance for exercises and stretches 

• Use a headset/headphones when on the telephone 
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Posture for using a laptop 

Choose a position where you can achieve the best posture, including the ability to: 
• adjust the screen position 
• sit straight in front of the screen 
• keep the laptop away from glare 
• move your arms freely. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Transporting your laptop 

To minimise the risk of pain or discomfort when carrying your laptop: 
• reduce the weight of the bag by removing any unnecessary items 
• try to pick up and put down the bag with smooth movements, rather than jerky and sudden actions 
• if possible, use a backpack design with padded shoulder straps – carry over both shoulders. 
 
Extra measures 
 
Laptops may be exposed to damage or greater wear and tear, as they are transported from home to work or within the 
workplace. In the home environment, employees may choose to plug laptops and chargers into power points that have 
safety switch protection. Connecting to a portable safety switch, such as a power board with an inbuilt safety switch, is an 
alternative where permanent safety switch protection is not installed. 
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Appendix 4: Guidelines for taking breaks and stretching 

 
Take a break 
Staying in the same position and using the same muscles for hours at a time is not good for your back or neck. 

Eye breaks 
Looking at a computer screen for extended periods causes some changes in how your eyes work, including blinking less often 
and exposing more of the eye surface to air. Every 20-30 minutes briefly look away from the computer screen for a minute or 
two to a more distant scene, preferably something more than 6 metres away. This lets the muscles inside the eye relax. Also, 
blink your eyes rapidly for a few seconds. This refreshes the tear film and clears dust from the eye surface. 

Micro-breaks 
Micro-breaks are less than 2 minutes long and perfect to do between bouts of typing. A micro-break is not necessarily a 
break from work, but it’s a break from using a set of muscles (such as the finger flexors if you’re doing a lot of typing). Most 
people type in bursts rather than continuously. Between these bursts of activity, rest your hands in a relaxed, flat, straight 
posture. Though micro-breaks are short, you can stretch, stand up, move around or do a different work task (such as make a 
telephone call). 

Rest breaks 
Every 30 to 60 minutes, take a brief rest break. During this break, stand up, move around and do something else. Get a 
beverage, have a walking telephone call, chat to a co-worker over phone or videoconferencing. This allows you to relax and 
exercise different muscles, and you will feel less tired. 

Exercise breaks 
There are many stretching and gentle exercises you can do to help relieve muscle fatigue. You should do these everyone to 
two hours.  

 

For further information, refer to WorkSafe Victoria’s Officewise handbook, 
https://www.worksafe.vic.gov.au/resources/officewise-guide-health-and-safety-office-handbook 

 
 
 

https://www.worksafe.vic.gov.au/resources/officewise-guide-health-and-safety-office-handbook

