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“Kindergarten or bust”  by GINA WILSON-BURNS

Macdonald (Mac) Burns is five and a half and starts Kindergarten in 2009.  This is the first foray into ‘big 

school’ for our family - as his Mum, it seems, I am too relaxed.  

Everyone keeps asking me, “are you ready, will you cope, what will you do with yourself, are you worried”.  At 

this stage, I’m not nervous but maybe I should be, maybe everyone else will cope better if I was more 

worried.

“Transitioning to school” - it sounds very formal, I don’t remember using the term before now.  My experience 

to date had been, go to pre-school or day care and then, when you are four or five, go to big school… THE 

END.

Well, it seems there is more to it.  I do embrace the fact starting school is a right of passage.  I acknowledge 

for some parents it is a tough decision - others find it easy.  There are religious, philosophical, social and 

financial aspects to be considered, again, some easy, some hard.  Some even put their unborn child on 

waiting lists for their schools of choice in the hope by the time their child is ready to start there is a place for 

them. 

My husband, Shawn, and I weren’t that presumptuous - we weren’t even sure if our child would survive his 

birth or his infancy.  School wasn’t a high priority in our thinking when we were expecting our second child.

Our first child, Meg, had died in surgery at just two days of age courtesy of a rare brain hemorrhage - 

devastating, absolutely devastating.  But life, as we know, goes on.

Falling pregnant again was a nervous time so we tried to be as positive as we could - we owed it to the little 

person growing in my belly to have confidence in him.  Imagine our shock at finding out at just 24 weeks 

gestation that this child was in grave danger.  Our Doctor was shattered, we were shattered.  Were we really 

going to have to plan another funeral?  How on earth could we ask people to attend another one - were we 

just going to bury babies? 



Further tests revealed things may not be as bad as initially thought (unrelated to Meg’s condition this was just 

another case of bad luck).  Sure, our baby was in strife, but he was holding his own.  He was severely 

growth restricted, but this meant he was “brain sparing” - he was sending all his nutrients to his vital organs 

at the expense of growth - smart kid, tough guy.  We owed it to him to make the right decisions - he was 

fighting for survival, we needed to fight with him.  

Mac was delivered a few weeks later.  It was decided to get him out of the hostile environment of my womb 

and give him the best chance at survival.  And survive he did.  Weighing in a only 496 grams he was tiny, my 

wedding ring could fit right up his arm.  But boy, he was strong, he pulled through some tough times and, 

after nearly 140 days in hospital, Mac went home.  He was still small and would take some time to catch up 

in his growth, but there were no neurological concerns, he was hitting appropriate milestones.  Things were 

looking up - we were taking home our baby.

When Mac was six months old he caught that year’s flu, I had it first then Mac.  This was not a good 

development - he was very sick.  On his ninth day in hospital he simply ‘crashed’ - it was chaos, it was a 

disaster.  His brain was being denied the oxygen it needed, his whole body was shutting down.  He was 

airlifted to Sydney, we were once again having to face the prospect of saying goodbye, forever, to yet 

another child. 

Remarkably, Mac survived but it was not without significant collateral damage.  

Mac’s brain had been denied oxygen for too long.  He had a severe global hypoxic brain injury - his 

prognosis, while considered conducive with life, would mean a significant disability and impairment.  Mac 

would be profoundly disabled.  

Once again, our world was being turned upside down.  It was only 15 months since we had consoled 

ourselves with the notion Meg not surviving with a severe brain injury was for the best.  We knew even in 

Australia, people with brain injuries & profound disabilities did it tough.  We had contemplated life with a brain 

injured child and discussed it at length.  In Australia people with disabilities are viewed by the governments 

and, sadly, much of society, as liabilities not worthy of investment.  They are thought of in terms of the 

‘warehousing costs’ of them, not as potential contributors.  

So here we were, fighting for our child’s life having removed him from one hostile environment at 26 weeks 

gestation into the hostile environment of our society that is, for the most part, scared of disability.

The next few years centered around keeping this little boy alive and trying to leave that ‘acute medical phase’ 

behind us.  We travelled overseas to find therapies that work, we researched, researched, researched, we 

questioned old ideas and we reminisced about sleep (alas, we still do).

But here we are, finally, amazingly, preparing to “transition to school” and we are excited.  

Like most people we hadn’t really considered our stance on ‘special education’ before now.  But now we 

were faced with the socially expected and accepted path of sending Mac to the local special school and had 

to decide if that was the right choice or not.

Mac had been attending Early Intervention (EI) one day per week and mainstream day care and pre-school 

two days per week.  Interestingly, he really seemed to dislike EI, he wouldn’t engage with any of the staff he 



was not his normal happy self.  This was in stark contrast to mainstream daycare and pre-school -  he loved 

it, it was obvious.  He started making sounds in response to the other kids and staff, and would grin broadly 

when we pulled up in the car park each morning.  This was amazing communication by a child who has little 

to no vision, no language and no independent mobility or purposeful movement - we owed it to him to pay 

attention.

Mac loves noise, he needs to be in a noisy environment and around children who can provide an appropriate 

verbal environment for him.  What I witnessed at EI in the special needs environment was that his peers with 

profound disabilities were all mostly non-verbal too - they weren’t really learning from one another - I couldn’t 

see Mac benefiting from this environment.  Sure there was some ‘strength in numbers’, support and 

understanding for, and from, the parents - but it’s not about me, the decisions we were about to make had 

to be what’s best for Mac.

We talked a lot about what we thought of the concept of special education.  Someone had written in an 

article “special education is a service, not a place”… we agreed.  And, while I am conscious everyone should 

be entitled to a choice about the best path for their children, I am not a fan of segregated education and 

can’t see how it leads to an inclusive or mainstream life post school.

So... what school?  Mac’s is completely immobile, has cortical vision blindness, can eat pureed solids (albeit 

slowly) but has no ability to drink so has a feeding tube, he has no purposeful movement, can’t shoo a fly 

from his eye, he can’t talk and he needs assistance for everything.  Who would take him?

I trawled through the Aust Government’s 322 page report from the project on “Improving Learning Outcomes  

of Students with Disabilities” - it helped me understand what is possible, acknowledge it may not all be 

reality (yet) but it confirmed to me that our choice of mainstream was both valid and viable.

I was still worried, I had heard horror stories from so many other parents about schools not accepting their 

children with disabilities and some of the underhand tactics used.  I was ready for a fight if need be, but had 

a good “gut” feeling about my forthcoming meeting with the Principal at our ‘‘in area’ school.  

We are extremely fortunate, our ‘local, in area’ school is a  gem.  There was no ‘rote learning’ regurgitation of 

DET policy, their commitment to inclusive education is real.  It is a good size, just over 300 children.  

Importantly, it doesn’t have a “support class” despite having a reasonable number of children with additional 

needs integrated throughout the school.  A support class would probably have been a deal breaker.  We’ve 

had numerous meetings, the school modifications are underway to allow for wheelchair access - things 

seem to be going relatively smoothly. 

The staff we have met so far are all terrific.  I like the fact they are both excited but still nervous about 

providing Mac the best opportunity.  Again, it shows their commitment to inclusive education - there is no 

way known to anticipate exactly what Mac’s needs might be but they are determined to find it.  Let’s face it, 

on paper Mac is a very scary concept - we know that, but in person it is a different story.  Mac is a very easy 

going, happy boy who loves noise, rough housing and music.  He will sing along to the songs he likes (not 

well mind you, but with gusto) and ‘chuck a whammy’ with the best of them.  He loves ice-cream and 

chocolate - he is ‘very five’.



Of course he has the ability to make any teacher nervous, he doesn’t come with a ‘manual’ and it is 

impossible after only a couple of meetings to gauge what his ability to learn is, as his physicality is so poor.  

We know he can learn to some degree, it is just finding the best method for him.  I love the enthusiasm and 

excitement we have seen by the staff for the task ahead and am absolutely confident we will see Mac shine 

in this environment.

Our orientation days to date have been a great success.  We hired one of Mac’s former day care aides to 

attend with him and save him the embarrassment of his parents ‘tagging along’.  

I have enjoyed dropping him off and walking away just as the other parents have.  I know some of this is to 

highlight to the others (parents, children, teachers) that Mac is not “super precious” and “needing excessive 

care”.  I do it partly for my own selfish reasons to allow my soul the fleeting sense of normality.  But mostly, I 

do it because I can, he is in an appropriate environment and his needs are being catered for - just as they are 

for the other children.  

I did have to stay this week to help the teacher’s aides learn a bit more about him.  I kept my distance, but I 

was in earshot to hear some boys walking past him in the playground declare “Mac is awesome”, “yeah, he 

is ‘sooo’ cool”, that certainly made my heart skip a beat.  Oh, by the way, apparently “his wheels are mad”.

I know this is the right place for him, this is an environment he will thrive in.  This is an environment where he, 

in turn, will teach others, because this is a school that wants to learn as well as teach.

So no, I am not nervous yet.  I am actually very excited.  I am loving getting his uniform organised (even 

down to the the size 2 shirts from the US and the size 5 pre-walker black shoes off ebay) and all the 

accompanying paraphernalia.   I know there will be times when Shawn and I will feel very lonely as parents 

and sad when he is left out of things - but that is our issue, our feelings, not Mac’s - he will be fine.

Yes, Mac has different, significant needs, but at the heart of it he is just a five year old boy about to start 

Kindergarten and I am a Mum, who is relishing the opportunity to wave goodbye to him on his first day at the 

same school gate as the other parents and kids.

So class K-C… here he comes... ready or not.

The blog INKY ED is following Mac’s journey and can be found here: 

http://inkyed.wordpress.com
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