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October 2, 2009

Mr. John Rogers, Superintendent
Atascadero Unified School District
5601 West Mall
Atascadero, CA 93422

Dear Superintendent Rogers:

In July 2009, the Atascadero Unified School District and the Fiscal Crisis and Management 
Assistance Team (FCMAT) entered into an agreement to provide a review of the special 
education programs and services provided to the district’s students by the district and the 
county office of education. Specifically, the agreement states that FCMAT will do the 
following:

1.	 Determine if it would be cost-effective for the district to operate additional special 
education programs for students with special needs rather than contracting with the 
San Luis Obispo County Office of Education (SLOCOE) to provide certain specialized 
services.

2.	 Review the organizational structure and staffing of the district’s special education 
programs and services and provide recommendations for restructuring if the district 
plans to take back programs from the SLOCOE.

The attached final report contains the study team’s findings and recommendations. 

FCMAT appreciates the opportunity to serve and extend its thanks to all the staff of the 
Atascadero Unified School District and the San Luis Obispo County Office of Education for 
their assistance and cooperation during this review.

Sincerely,

Joel D. Montero 
Chief Executive Officer
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Foreword - FCMAT Background
The Fiscal Crisis and Management Assistance Team (FCMAT) was created by legislation 
in accordance with Assembly Bill 1200 in 1992 as a service to assist local educational 
agencies (LEAs) in complying with fiscal accountability standards. 

AB 1200 was established from a need to ensure that LEAs throughout California were 
adequately prepared to meet and sustain their financial obligations. AB 1200 is also a statewide 
plan for county offices of education and school districts to work together on a local level to 
improve fiscal procedures and accountability standards. The legislation expanded the role of the 
county office in monitoring school districts under certain fiscal constraints to ensure these dis-
tricts could meet their financial commitments on a multiyear basis. AB 2756 provides specific 
responsibilities to FCMAT with regard to districts that have received emergency state loans. 
These include comprehensive assessments in five major operational areas and periodic reports 
that identify the district’s progress on the improvement plans.

In January 2006, SB 430 (charter schools) and AB 1366 (community colleges) became law and 
expanded FCMAT’s services to those types of LEAs.

Since 1992, FCMAT has been engaged to perform nearly 750 reviews for local educational 
agencies, including school districts, county offices of education, charter schools and community 
colleges. Services range from fiscal crisis intervention to management review and assistance. 
FCMAT also provides professional development training. The Kern County Superintendent of 
Schools is the administrative agent for FCMAT. The agency is guided under the leadership of 
Joel D. Montero, Chief Executive Officer, with funding derived through appropriations in the 
state budget and a modest fee schedule for charges to requesting agencies.

Management Assistance............................. 705	 (94.886%)
Fiscal Crisis/Emergency................................. 38	 (5.114%)

Note: Some districts had multiple studies.  
Districts (7) that have received emergency loans from the state. 
(Rev. 1/22/09)

Total Number of Studies.................... 743
Total Number of Districts in CA........... 982
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Introduction
Background
The Atascadero Unified School District is located in northern San Luis Obispo County on 
California’s central coast. Geographically, the district is one of the largest in the state and 
serves 5,384 students in grades K-12 and an adult education program. Ten of the district’s 
schools are located within the Atascadero city limits, while the remaining three are in 
outlying or unincorporated areas. Students with severe disabilities have historically been 
served by the San Luis Obispo County Office of Education through the San Luis Obispo 
SELPA’s regional service plan.

In July 2009 the Atascadero Unified School District requested that FCMAT assist the 
district by reviewing special education programs and services provided to the district’s 
students by the district and the San Luis Obispo County Office of Education. The study 
agreement specifies that FCMAT will perform the following.

1.	 Determine if it would be cost effective for the district to operate additional special 
education programs for students with special needs rather than contracting with 
the San Luis Obispo County Office of Education to provide certain specialized 
services.

2.	 Review the organizational structure and staffing of the district’s special educa-
tion programs and services and provide recommendations for restructuring if the 
district plans to take back programs from the San Luis Obispo County Office of 
Education.

Study Guidelines
FCMAT visited the district on August 25-28, 2009 to collect data, review documents, and 
conduct interviews with county office and district staff, and with parents. This report is 
the result of those activities and is divided into the following sections:

I. 	 Executive Summary

II. 	Regional Program Transfer

III. 	Fiscal Review and Analysis

IV.	Parent Participation and Communication

V.	 Staffing and Organization

VI.	Appendices
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Study Team
The study team was composed of the following members: 

William P. Gillaspie, Ed.D			   JoAnn Murphy
Chief Management Analyst, FCMAT		 FCMAT Special Education Consultant
Sacramento, CA				    Santee, CA

Anne Stone					     John Lotze
FCMAT Special Education Consultant	 Public Information Specialist, FCMAT
Mission Viejo, CA				    Bakersfield, CA
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Executive Summary
The Atascadero Unified School District is currently evaluating the concept of transferring 
special education programs operated by the San Luis Obispo County Office of Education 
(county office) to the district. The district’s staff are positive and dedicated to serving 
their students in the least restrictive environment. While the San Luis Obispo County 
Office of Education continues to provide excellent service to the district’s students, the 
states current economic conditions have forced the district to evaluate all cost contain-
ment measures. FCMAT identified five major areas of benefit to the district and its 
students in the event that nine county office-operated programs are transferred to district 
operation.

The San Luis Obispo County Office of Education currently has full responsibility for spe-
cial education program design, delivery, curriculum and staff supervision in its partner-
ship to serve special education students on behalf of the district. The transfer of programs 
would allow the district to respond directly to parents’ concerns.

Flexibility in meeting individual students’ needs can be limited when programs are 
contracted outside the home school district. District-operated programs would offer a 
smoother transition along the full continuum of services for all district students.

Students referred to county office-operated programs go through an additional intake pro-
cess. District operation of these programs would eliminate this process, reducing referral 
time and costs.

District-operated programs are considered part of the total school program, while county 
office-operated programs report to a different administration. Students in district-operated 
programs would have increased access to extracurricular and other school wide activities.

The district is concerned about the annual fluctuations in the cost of county office-oper-
ated programs. In March 2008, the district was informed that its costs for the programs 
operated by the county office for fiscal year 2008-09 are projected to be $1,966,118 
minus average daily attendance (ADA). In January 2009, the district was informed that 
its annual costs would be increased to $2,598,231 minus ADA. The final bill presented 
to the district was for $2,463,231 minus ADA, an increase of $497,113, or 25%, from the 
amount indicated in March 2008. In a fiscal year when the district’s enrollment continues 
to decline and the state budget projects an 18.355% deficit to revenue limit funding for 
the current and two subsequent fiscal years, the district cannot sustain its financial sol-
vency without reviewing every program in detail. The district has also experienced a 20% 
cut to categorical programs over the past two years and an additional one-time reduction 
of $252.83 per ADA included with ABX4, the state’s latest budget revision. All these 
declining economic factors continue to exert pressure on the district’s financial condition.

For fiscal year 2009-10, the cost for the San Luis Obispo County Office of Education to 
provide special education programs and services for the district’s students is projected to 
be $3,018,761. This is an increase of $555,530, or 22.55%, compared to 2008-09. While 
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all local educational agencies are experiencing a decrease in state funding, many school 
districts throughout the state have been forced to re-evaluate the cost of services provided 
by county offices versus an in house service delivery model. Projected increases in staff-
ing and operating costs for county office-operated programs, combined with the growth 
in the number of the district’s students who need specialized services, require the district 
to explore all options to reduce costs.
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Findings and Recommendations
Regional Program Transfer
Programs and Services
Although county office-operated special education programs are located on district sites, 
they report to a separate administration. Under the current model the county office has 
full responsibility for the program design, curriculum and instructional methods of the 
programs.

Special education students and staff have limited interaction with other district students 
and staff. Certificated staff are hired, supervised and evaluated by the county office, 
which does not allow for extensive involvement on the part of school site administrators. 
The county office also assumes full oversight of special education programs’ design, cur-
riculum and staff development. 

This type of delivery model can limit the district’s flexibility in meeting individual stu-
dents’ needs. District personnel reported to FCMAT that there is limited communication 
between the county office and the district regarding the transition of students along the 
full continuum of services. Opportunities to mainstream students into general education 
classes can also be delayed due to the additional layer of  coordination and communica-
tion required with county office-operated programs and the school sites.

When the district receives communications or concerns from parents about their students’ 
county office-operated special education program, it can offer little or no information. 
This is not a criticism of the communication processes used by the county office-operated 
programs but is a disadvantage of this type of model from the district’s perspective. A by-
product of this type of delivery model is the lack of direct contact with county office staff 
to resolve day-to-day issues concerning individual students’ programs or services. Many 
times, parents can be confused by the district’s limited information about their child and 
do not always understand the difference between county office-operated and district-
operated programs. 

The district incurs costs from due process cases that involve its students enrolled in 
county office-operated programs; at the same time, it has no local control over the resolu-
tion of those issues or the associated costs.

The district’s school principals expressed a strong interest in supervising all special edu-
cation programs, including those for children who are currently in county office-operated 
programs in the mainstream of the school. This has not always been the district’s phi-
losophy, but current educational strategies include educators seeking new and improved 
methods to provide academic successes at each school site. If there is to be a smooth tran-
sition of programs to district operation, the principals will need highly focused training 
to ensure that staff are trained to provide appropriate programs and services. Due to the 
state’s ongoing fiscal crisis, the district’s principals have recently experienced significant 
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staffing and administrative decreases and will need support to develop an understanding 
of the needs of newly assigned special education programs at their site.

Table 1 shows the enrollment in each of the special education programs that the district is 
considering transferring to district operation. 

Table 1: Current enrollment in programs being considered for transfer to district 
operation

Specialized Programs

Atascadero 
USD 

Enrollment

County Office 
of Education 
Enrollment

Total 
Enrollment

Adaptive Physical Education (APE)  Services 8 6 14

Occupational Therapy (OT) Services 15 8 23

County Office-Operated Programs

Atascadero 
USD 

Enrollment
Regional 

Enrollment
Total 

Enrollment

San Gabriel West Pre-School Class – Severely 
Handicapped (SH) A.M. Class 8 TUSD – 2 10

San Gabriel West Pre-School Class SH –
 P.M. Class 10 0 10

Del Rio Pre-school 4 PRPS – 1 5

Monterey Road Elementary SH (K-2) 5
PRPS – 1

TUSD – 2 8

Santa Margarita Elementary SH (3-6) 10 TUSD – 2 12

Atascadero Jr. High Severely Handicapped (SH) (7-8) 3
TUSD – 2
PRPS – 1 6

Atascadero High Severely Handicapped (SH) (9-12) 12
TUSD – 1
PRPS – 2 15

Monterey Road Elementary 
Emotionally Disturbed (ED) (K-6) 4

TUSD – 1
PRPS – 3

Shandon – 1
San Miguel – 1 10

Atascadero High Emotionally Disturbed (ED) (9-12) 10 0 10

Totals 66

TUSD – 10
PRPS –  8

San Miguel – 1
Shandon – 1

20 86

TUSD: Templeton Unified School District • PRPS: Paso Robles Public Schools
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Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Ensure that the superintendent, cabinet and school site principals meet to discuss 
the rationale for returning county office-operated special education programs to 
the district. Gather input from the principals regarding the support and profes-
sional training that will be needed to successfully transition and operate these 
programs on school sites.

2.	 Refine the transition plan to ensure a seamless transition of student information 
from the county office to the district.

3.	 Coordinate efforts between the district and county office to ensure articulation of 
the program design, curriculum and instructional methods.

4.	 Develop strategies to ensure program continuity during the transition, including, 
but not limited to, effective communication about the transition process, articula-
tion with all involved, and progress reports.

5.	 Consider implementing schoolwide mentoring programs for students with severe 
disabilities to improve access to opportunities at the school site.

6.	 Complete case reviews on each student transferring from county to district pro-
grams. Build program design around the unique needs of each student population, 
incorporating it into the overall instructional design of the school site where each 
program is located.

7.	 Notify each parent after the case review is completed to ensure confidence about 
the continuity of program and services.

8.	 Create a staff development plan for principals and general education teachers to 
prepare for the transition of special education programs to the district.

9.	 Clearly define the roles and responsibilities of the school site principals and the 
special education department in the operation of all district special education 
programs.

10.	Create opportunities for principals and the district office staff to solve program-
ming issues at their sites. This should be done as often as needed but no less than 
quarterly.

Referrals
Students referred to county office-operated programs go through an additional intake 
process, which can result in delayed services and additional costs for the district. District 
operation of these programs will eliminate this additional step and help reduce the pro-
gram’s total operating costs.
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The transfer from county-operated to district-operated programs may require some 
adjustment to individual educational plans (IEPs) for certain students. This can be done 
through an IEP addendum, which would need to be completed prior to the transfer.

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Develop a referral process for specialized settings to replace the current county 
process, and ensure that all staff receive highly focused training in the new pro-
cess.

2.	 Conduct IEP meetings for necessary adjustments.

Regional Programs
Under the current delivery model, students in county office-operated programs have lim-
ited access to extracurricular and schoolwide activities. The district recognizes the diffi-
culty of operating a full range of programs to meet the unique needs of students with dis-
abilities and is interested in exploring the possibility of cooperating with other districts to 
build capacity and provide necessary support services. Other districts have also expressed 
a desire to develop cooperative relationships to provide a full range of options that may 
include participation in extracurricular and schoolwide activities. The San Luis Obispo 
County special education local plan area (SELPA) will need to be an active participant in 
any discussions about regional program development.

District-operated and county office-operated special education classes are not distributed 
equally throughout the district. When planning, the district will need to consider that this 
could cause an unequal distribution of responsibilities to site administrators if programs 
are transferred to district control.

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Explore options to increase the transitioning students’ access to extracurricular 
and schoolwide activities. 

2.	 Carefully consider the unique needs of this student population with regard to 
extracurricular and schoolwide activities.

3.	 Balance the physical location of classes on school campuses, and ensure that 
principals are involved in planning.

4.	 Maintain contact with the SELPA regarding the development of regional classes.
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Fiscal Review and Analysis
Cost Comparison of Basic Programs
The county office has increased the cost of multiple items included in the basic program 
costs, as indicated in Table 2 below. However, the cost increase is also attributable to the 
increase in the number of the district’s students projected to attend county office-operated 
programs or receive a related service from the county office while attending a district pro-
gram. The projected increase is from 89.87 students in 2008-09 to 97 students in 2009-10. 
The fraction of a student results from dividing the number of students by the months of 
their attendance.

Table 3 indicates the cost increases or decreases from 2008-09 to 2009-10 for each item 
included in a county office-operated basic program. This table allows the additional costs 
for a county office-operated program in 2009-10 to be compared with the same costs for a 
district-operated basic program.

The cost of the county office-operated basic program is $264,391 per class. Nine classes 
are being considered for transfer to district operation: two preschool classes, two classes 
for emotionally disturbed students, one R2L (Autism) class, and four basic program 
classes. Additional fees are applied to the basic program for specialized classes; Table 
3 shows the cost per specialized class. The total basic program cost for the nine classes 
is $2,379,519, and the increase for the five specialized classes is $235,647, bringing the 
total cost for the nine classes to $2,615,166. This is an increase of $294,618, or 12.69%, 
for the 2009-10 fiscal year.

The costs listed for the 2008-09 fiscal year were based on the final billing information 
that the county office provided to the district. Because the tables are designed to compare 
basic program costs, this information does not include the cost of related services to 
students who attend district-operated programs.
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Table 2: Comparison of costs for county office-operated classes for 2008-09 and pro-
jected costs for classes for 2009-10

2008-09 cost 2009-2010 cost Difference: 
Basic Program

Classroom Teacher $83,604 $79,510 -$4,094

Teacher Substitutes 0 $3,152 +$3,152

Aides $47,847 $53,128 +$5,281

Aide Substitutes 0 $5,030 +$5,030

Nursing $2,036 $9,597 +$7,561

Psychologists $3,007 $6,787 +$3,780

Speech $13,338 $13,759 +$421

DIS $11,136 $12,065 +$929

Instructional Support/Site Admin $22,688 $27,151 +$4,463

Instructional Materials $3,897 $1,323 -$2,574

Legal $2,215 $1,194 -$1,021

Maintenance/Custodial $24,494 $25,936 +$1,442

Facilities $ 9,494 $ 6,061 -$3,433

Indirect $13,627 $19,698 +$6,071

Total for a Basic Program $237,383 $264,391 +$27,008

Additional for Preschool $11,523 $26,306 +$14,783

Additional for ED Class $26,475 $42,124 +$15,649

Additional for R2L Class $108,105 $98,787 -$9,318

Total cost for nine classes $2,320,548 $2,615,166 +$294,618

On June 30, 2009, the district presented the San Luis Obispo County SELPA and the 
county office with a letter requesting the transfer of nine classes and two related services, 
occupational therapy and adaptive physical education, from the county office to the 
district.

Table 3 compares the projected cost for a county office-operated basic program and 
specialized programs for 2009-10 with the projected costs for the district to operate the 
same nine classes. It was not possible for FCMAT to project the costs in this way for the 
2010-11 fiscal year, which is the year of possible transfer.

The projected costs for both the district and the county office are based on average 
salaries. When the district computes actual salaries, there may be an increase or decrease 
compared to the estimated costs. Table 3 does not include a projected cost comparison for 
the two related services that the district requested be transferred.
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Table 3: Comparison of county office and district projected costs for classes for  
2009-10

County Office 
Projected Cost

Atascadero USD 
Projected Cost

Difference

Classroom Teacher $79,510 $78,762 -$748

Combo Class Stipend $2,511 + $2,511

Teacher Substitutes $3,152 $1,542 - $1,610

Aides $53,128 $55,393 +$2,265

Aide Substitutes $5,030 $3,305 -$1,725

Nursing $ 9,597 $4,379 -$5,218

Psychologist $6,787 $5,357 -$1,430

Speech $13,759 $13,127 -$632

DIS $12,065 +/-$12,065 +/-$0

Instructional Support/Site 
Admin

$27,151 $18,174 -$8,977

Instructional Materials $1,323 $4,636(including Staff 
Development)

+$3,313

Legal $1,194 0 -$1,194

Maintenance/Custodial $25,936 $4,941 -$20,995

Facilities $6,061 $12,245 +$ 6,184

Indirect $19,698 $10,219 -$9,479

Basic Program Total Cost $264,391 $226,656 -$37,735

Additional for Preschool $26,306 $12,186 -$14,120

Additional for ED $42,124 $56,621 +$14,497

Additional for R2L $98,787 $ 69,916 -28,871

Total cost for nine classes $2,615,166 $2,247,434 $-367,732 

Note: All recommended increases indicated in the staffing and organization section of this report are included in the 
above analysis.

In 2008-09, the cost for the county office to provide related services, including occupa-
tional therapy and adaptive physical education, to students in district-operated programs 
was $119,740. The cost of these related services for 2009-10 is projected to be $132,595, 
an increase of $12,855.

Twenty-nine students received related services in 2008-09, and this number was projected 
to remain the same for 2009-10. Of these, twelve students receive occupational therapy 
and nine receive adaptive physical education. The number of students receiving those 
services may not be sufficient to hire full-time district staff. However it may be beneficial 
to consider how these and other related services could be provided in collaboration with 
other districts in northern San Luis Obispo County, thus making it feasible to hire full-
time staff. The district has not requested the transfer of any of the other related services 
such as home/hospital services or the class for medically fragile students. 
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In addition to the costs enumerated in Table 3, the district will need to consider the 
following factors when determining the actual cost of operating the transferred special 
education programs in 2010-11:

The number of out-of-district students attending each type of class and the amount •	
of reimbursement to the district for those students, to be clarified in a memoran-
dum of understanding (MOU), which is discussed later in this report.
The possible cost of hiring an occupational therapist and adaptive physical educa-•	
tion staff to serve students regionally. 
Costs for special circumstance instructional assistants not included in the basic •	
program projection.
The possible cost of aides if a new salary schedule and job description is needed •	
for aides in classes for severely handicapped and/or autistic students.
The cost of any additional classes that may be needed because of the number of •	
students enrolled, based on growth. 

As discussed in the staffing and organization section later in this report, the following 
additional costs must be considered for 2009-2010.

The cost of hiring a program specialist at a maximum cost of $85,000 to $95,000 •	
per year, based on the date of hire.
Staff development costs, including release time, for administrators, certificated •	
and classified personnel, at an estimated cost of $20,000.

The data indicate that transferring the nine classes and the two related services to district 
operation would result in reduced costs for Atascadero Unified School District and other 
districts in northern San Luis Obispo County that have students in classes operated by 
Atascadero USD.

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Consider transferring at least the nine classes and the two related services indi-
cated in the letter dated June 30, 2009.

2.	 Consider hiring the additional staff needed in 2009-10.

3.	 Begin discussions with the other districts in northern San Luis Obispo County to 
determine which district, if any, would hire staff to provide related services to dis-
trict and out-of-district students in Atascadero USD and to students in other north 
county districts.

4.	 Determine if there is a need to develop a separate salary schedule and job descrip-
tion for aides in classes for severely handicapped and/or autistic students.

5.	 Determine the cost effectiveness of transferring programs not included in the 
letter dated June 30, 2009. 
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Memorandum of Understanding
The district has expressed its commitment to working with all of the districts in northern 
San Luis Obispo County to serve all eligible students. The following SELPA guidelines 
are included in the agreement signed by all member districts. These clarify the general 
responsibilities of the sending and receiving districts but do not outline the specific pro-
cesses to be followed:

1.	 Contracted classes operated by local educational agencies (LEAs) will be run on a 
fee-for-service model, and no off-the-top allocation will be provided to the LEAs 
who operate these programs.

2.	 A district must provide the county office with a year and a day notice of such 
intent to withdraw from use of county office service(s). The county office and the 
LEA may mutually agree on a withdrawal date that precedes this maximum.

3.	 The LEA must provide space for any qualified student in a contracted classroom. 
Eligibility will be determined by the district offering contracted services, based on 
published criteria, which is the same for all students provided with the service

4.	 A LEA which has taken a class/service back from the county office must allow 
all students who require such class/services to enroll. This includes opening new 
classes or adding service providers if necessary.

5.	 Agreements between LEAs concerning services for a specific student will be 
made based on the parameters established by IEP-determined needs. A MOU 
on each student will be written after the contracting district establishes that the 
student is eligible for their program.

6.	 LEAs agree to involve each other in the development and modification of IEPs for 
students served under such contracts. The contracting LEA will invite the special 
education director from the sending LEA to all IEP/ITPs and/or manifestation 
determinations for students from the sending LEA. The appropriateness of the 
current placement will be addressed at all IEPs relating to a student covered under 
this agreement.

7.	 The contracting LEA is responsible for discipline of all students enrolled in its 
program.

8.	 The parties will share the costs involved in expulsion of a student from the send-
ing LEA. If a student is expelled, the sending LEA will be responsible for the 
prorated daily costs.

The district will need to develop a memorandum of understanding (MOU) regarding out-
of-district students who attend special education programs in the district, and regarding 
how related services will be provided for students in any north county district program. 
This MOU is important because it will ensure that all of the points in the SELPA agree-
ment are addressed. 
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Any MOU that is developed will need to include, but not be limited to, items such as the 
following:

Billing processes that include actual costs for salaries and benefits or average •	
costs of salaries and benefits.
When the district will bill other districts.•	
How a student’s enrollment date will be considered in billing.•	
The responsibility of the sending district to cover the costs for any additional •	
services that their student requires, such as additional aide support and related 
services. 
The method developed by the districts in northern San Luis Obispo County to •	
open or close a class or program based on the number of students in attendance.
Clarification regarding related service providers and how a district will be billed •	
for those services.
Clarification regarding the distribution and collection of Medi-Cal Administrative •	
Activities (MAA) funds.

Recommendations:
The district should:

1.	 In collaboration with the San Luis Obispo County SELPA and the other districts 
in the northern part of the county, develop an MOU that clearly defines the cost 
for an out-of-district student to attend each of the specific programs, using a cost 
recovery model.

2.	 Include in the MOU information about how related services are to be provided to 
students in any program in northern San Luis Obispo County districts and the cost 
of those services, using a cost recovery model.

Facilities
The county office currently leases four of the district’s classrooms for four of the nine 
programs the district is considering transferring to district control. The remaining five 
classes are in classrooms owned by the county office. The county office has indicated that 
the SELPA districts would continue to lease those five classrooms for three years follow-
ing the transfer of programs; however, it is not clear if the SELPA district superintendents 
have ratified this agreement. If the district agrees to this plan, the facilities costs listed 
in Table 3 above would apply; the costs would need to be revised if the district decides 
not to lease one or more of the county office-owned classrooms because it has a more 
centrally located district-owned facility that meets students’ needs.

At the time of this report, the district had not completed an inventory of the instructional 
materials, technology and furnishing in the nine classes under consideration for transfer. 
Thus there may be additional costs in those areas once the classes are transferred. An 
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inventory is important because it can prevent confusion, reduce unnecessary costs and 
help ensure program consistency.

Recommendation
The district should:

1.	 Before agreeing to lease classrooms for three more years, inspect each of the 
classrooms that will be transferred to determine if the class should continue to be 
housed in its current location or if another location on the campus would meet the 
students’ needs.

2.	 Complete an inventory of all equipment, materials and curriculum to ensure conti-
nuity of program design and delivery.
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Parent Participation and Communication
Implicit in national educational Goals 1 and 8 (Goals 2000: Educate America Act, public 
Law 103-227) is the concept that families and schools are partners in preventing children 
from failing in school. Family-school relationships have been identified as a primary pro-
tective factor for children, particularly those living in high-risk circumstances (Weissberg 
& Greenberg, 1998). Children with special needs require a high level of participation and 
communication between home and school. Parent participation and communication will 
continue to be essential as the district develops and carries out the transfer of programs 
from county office to district operation.

District administrators stated that they anticipate benefits from maintaining local control 
over programs and services, including improving student transitions, streamlining the 
referral process and providing opportunities for students to participate in district and 
school programs. They also indicated that district-operated programs would make it 
possible to provide educational programs and related services in a more cost-effective 
manner. Administrators expressed appreciation to the county office for providing excel-
lent services to district students in county office-operated programs at district sites.

The district has demonstrated an openness and transparency in sharing information and 
involving parents, and excellent communication is taking place. Parents have been noti-
fied in writing of the district’s intent to explore the transition of county-operated special 
education programs to district control. The district’s superintendent conducted com-
munity meeting with parents on June 2, 15 and 23 and on August 25, 27 and 31, 2009; an 
agenda was posted, minutes kept, and plans developed to follow up with parent concerns. 
Most of the parents who attended the meetings reported that they found out about the 
meetings through an e-mail from the superintendent; others learned by word of mouth 
from other parents.

Because the district requested an independent and external agency to meet with parents 
and listen to their concerns, FCMAT conducted two parent focus meeting from 6-8 p.m. 
on August 25 and 27, 2009. All parents who attended had an opportunity to express their 
concerns. The meetings were positive and parents expressed support for the transfer of 
programs. However, parents also indicated several concerns about how the transfer will 
improve services and how the district can ensure that quality services are provided.

Parents want to know more about the training provided to staff in preparation for the 
transition. They are concerned that the current design lacks opportunities to mainstream 
students and are interested in the plan to resolve this issue. Parents also have concerns 
about whether students will be treated fairly by other students, staff and site administra-
tors. They would also like information about whether county office staff will have the 
opportunity to be hired by the district.

Parents of students who reside in other districts but currently attend county office-oper-
ated programs in Atascadero USD expressed concerns about options for their children. 
Continued communication with all parents and the county office will be essential to 
ensuring an effective change in program management.
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Parents and staff expressed support and appreciation for the excellent services the county 
office has provided. They also indicated that they want to continue resolving program 
issues of concern but are unclear about the process to do so. The district will need to 
provide a systematic plan for parents to resolve issues.

Parents seem to understand that program transfers are allowed under Education Code 
section 56207, which establishes the legal requirements for the transfer of educational 
programs from one LEA to another within the SELPA. 

The district’s administration has invited parents to have open and transparent commu-
nication throughout the 2009-10 school year regarding the transition and has invited the 
county office to support parents and students with positive involvement in the transition. 
The county office has provided valuable services and will be essential to assisting the 
district and parents in the program transfer.

Recommendations
The district should: 

1.	  Develop a question-and-answer information sheet for parents, community, school 
boards and the district’s school staff. Information should include, but not be lim-
ited to, the following:

An explanation of education code requirements relevant to the transfer.•	
Assurance that students’ needs will be met.•	
An outline of the full continuum of services.•	
Staff development activities scheduled for parents and staff.•	
A time line for implementation. •	
References to information on the district’s Web site, press releases and new •	
articles in the local newspaper.

2.	 Continue to contact and interact with parents often to foster trust and communica-
tion.

3.	 Notify each parent about the transition of their child’s special education program. 
Ensure that each principal makes personal contact with the students transferring 
into the program.

4.	 Provide frequent updates regarding the transition of special education programs to 
district staff, school board, parents, community and the press.

5.	 Ensure that school sites consider the following actions to promote trust and 
improve communication:

Accept parents as they are.•	
Share information and resources.•	
Follow through on promised actions.•	
Discuss objectives openly.•	
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Prepare for meetings with parents.•	
Explore options for updating parents regarding special education issues •	
through e-mail, telephone contact, parent meetings and other means.
Provide training for principals on disability awareness and cultural diversity •	
to ensure that families of students with disabilities feel welcome on the 
campus.
Monitor success at least annually through parent input sessions, surveys or •	
other methods.
Encourage parents to visit school sites regularly and talk with principals and •	
teachers regarding their child’s education.
Ensure that principals take a leadership role in making sure that all children •	
are treated equally and fairly as required by federal and state statutes.
Organize each school site so that at least six people know each special •	
education student well. Provide a parent contact person to be responsible for 
connecting parents and educators at each school site.

6.	 Continue to provide information to parents whose children are placed in county 
office-operated programs through a regional transfer.

7.	 Establish and communicate a problem-solving process to resolve parent issues 
related to special education.

8.	 Consider conducting diversity training for general education students to build a 
solid foundation of ownership, compassion and support for new students.
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Staffing and Organization
FCMAT reviewed the district’s special education organizational structure and staffing 
using the assumption that the district will transfer nine education programs to district 
operation. The district does not currently have the administrative infrastructure required 
to support the transition.

Principals and district staff have a strong sense of ownership and a commitment to 
students in county office-operated programs, and they recognize the need for training and 
support to ensure the successful transition of these programs to district operation.

The district does not have any staff who have the expertise in severely handicapped 
populations that is needed to support specialized programs. The district recognizes the 
need to create a program specialist position with an emphasis on severely handicapped 
populations. Appendix A contains a sample job description for such a position.

The district’s director of special education has a split assignment divided evenly between 
work as a school psychologist and supervision of programs for 320 special education 
students, including responsibility for home/hospital services and Medi-Cal reimburse-
ments of approximately $30,000 annually. The director also oversees programs for 200 
gifted and talented education (GATE) students. The addition of more than 60 students 
from county office-operated programs will require the district to increase the percentage 
of time the director spends on special education administrative responsibilities (currently 
this accounts for approximately 50% of the position’s assigned administrative time). 
Some supervisory duties, such as Medi-Cal and home hospital, could be assigned to 
another administrator.

The district’s psychologist-to-student ratio is 1:1412; the statewide average ratio accord-
ing to the 2007 California Basic Education Data System (CBEDS) is 1:1328. To meet the 
needs of the programs transferring to district control, the district will need to consider 
adding 1.0 full time equivalent (FTE) psychologist position for the 2010-11 school year, 
as well as a 0.5 FTE behavior intervention specialist.

The district’s speech pathologists maintain caseloads averaging from 44 to 46 students. 
With the transfer of programs and the resulting increase in students for 2010-11, the dis-
trict will need to consider hiring an additional 1.5 FTE speech pathologists.

Occupational therapy (OT) and nursing needs will have to be determined during the 
2009-10 school year, but FCMAT’s analysis indicates a need for 1.0 FTE OT position, 1.0 
FTE nursing support position and a 0.5 FTE adaptive physical education position for the 
programs transitioning to district operation. The special education staff have indicated the 
need for an 11-month clerical position. FCMAT was not able to verify this need and so 
cannot support the request at this time; however, the district should evaluate this request 
during the current school year.

Specific tasks for the current school year should include establishing a baseline for the 
function of all nine programs to be transferred; performing case reviews on all students, 
including those in regional placements; providing training for parents, principals and 
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staff; and coordinating all activities with the staff person designated to be in charge of the 
transition plan.

Recommendations
The district should:

1.	 Consider increasing the director of special education position to full time begin-
ning in the current school year. Consider reassigning other duties, such as Medi-
Cal and home/hospital oversight, to another administrator.

 2.	 Consider creating a program specialist position with an emphasis on the severely 
handicapped population.

3.	 Designate the current school year as a planning year. Consider hiring the program 
specialist this school year. Assign the specific tasks listed above for this school 
year.

4.	 Consider increasing the number of staff who provide designated instruction 
services to support students who transition into district programs. Specific staff 
position increases to consider include 1.0 FTE psychologist, 0.5 FTE behavior 
intervention specialist, 1.5 FTE speech pathologists, 1.0 FTE nurse, 1.0 FTE 
occupational therapist and 0.5 FTE adaptive physical education teacher.
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Appendices
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Appendix A

Program Specialist Job Description
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Appendix B

Study Agreement
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