
 
Task Force Works to Transform Special Education Program 

A group of educators and parents have met monthly since August to help redefine how students with special needs are 
going to be taught in the Vista Unified School District. 

In that time, the Special Education Task Force has reviewed what other districts are doing, discussed research, and 
begun putting together a plan to make the services more effective and fiscally sustainable. 

By June, the 22-member panel will complete a strategic plan that will include recommendations on how best to identify 
students with special needs, to educate them, to staff the department, to communicate with various stakeholders and to 
monitor the programs. 

“This plan will give us direction, or a road map, upon which we will build a new special education program,” said Dr. Matt 
Doyle, interim director of special education for the district. 

These significant changes will be implemented over the course of two or three years. 

One focus will be to include students with special needs in their neighborhood school with general-education students as 
much as possible, Doyle said. 

“Students will have more opportunities to interact with peers,” he said. 

Tami Gonzalez recently joined the take force. The district teacher and mother of a student with special needs said she 
thinks it’s an important task. 

“I’m hoping that they build a strong foundation for the whole special education department,” she said. 

Opening up communication between teachers, parents and administrators allows members of each group to share their 
specific expertise while help the whole panel become better informed, Gonzalez said. This allows them to collaborate on 
education strategies and helps members from each group better understand the issues and procedures involved, she 
said. 

“Most parents don’t know what half of the acronyms even mean or what the processes are,” she said. 

Information from each meeting of the task force is available in English and Spanish on the district’s website here. 

More than 3,000 of the more than 22,000 students in the district receive some sort of special education services. 

The federal government mandates services for students with disabilities and gives districts some money to pay for them. 
However, it usually isn't enough to cover the actual costs. 

The Vista Unified district usually spends about $15 million from its general fund in order to augment the federal money 
and provide the needed services. 

District officials started planning the task force in 2011 as a way of collecting resources and experiences from different 
people involved in the district as well as getting out information. 

The effort was spurred in part by the success of a similar panel formed about five years ago to discuss the best ways to 
educate students learning English as a second language, Doyle said. 
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