VUSD students return to school

VISTA -- Nervous excitement filled the air Monday as thousands of Vista Unified School District students returned to school and hundreds of parents dropped their children off for the first day of kindergarten.

At Vista Unified's Alamosa Park Elementary School in Oceanside, some children eagerly took to the kindergarten playground, while others clung to their parents' legs after the school bell rang. Most seemed excited to have found a new playground and some new friends. 

"They've got their new school outfits on and big smiles," said Deidre McCully, a teacher at the school who was also dropping her son off for his first day of kindergarten there. "They're nervous, but they're excited."

Wally Cain said he was excited to bring his daughter, Sophia, to the campus for her first day of kindergarten.

"It's just a very neat day," he said.

In total, roughly 23,500 students returned to 30 campuses in the district, including two new schools. The district covers most of Vista, a large swath of eastern Oceanside and some surrounding unincorporated areas.

The first day of school was smooth at schools across the district, Superintendent Joyce Bales said Monday afternoon.

"We've had a great day today," Superintendent Joyce Bales said. "Everything seemed to be clicking for us."

All of the administrators in the educational services department were out at school sites, helping principals and teachers with any issues that surfaced, said Sandy Gecewicz, chief academic officer for the district.

"There was no one sitting up here at a desk today," she said. "That just really shows that there's a team effort."

Two new schools opened in the district on Monday: Vista Magnet Middle School and Maj. Gen. Raymond Murray High School.

At the magnet middle school, which has taken over the downtown Vista campus that once housed Lincoln Middle School, students were prepared for their first day, largely because of an introductory day last week, students and educators at the school said.

"Today is really calm," said Laura Smith, curriculum coordinator at the school, which has an emphasis on math, science and technology.

Nearly all of the school's 200 students attended the "trial first day" last week, Smith said.

Donald Loveland, a sixth-grade student at the school, said the orientation helped him figure out where all of his classes are and meet some of the other students.

The teachers were also well prepared, because they have been meeting nearly all summer, working to get the school up and running, said Jennifer Eckle, a math teacher.

MurrayHhigh, a small school for students who have fallen behind in the district's two large comprehensive high schools, also opened Monday for roughly 200 teens.

The campus is the district's second continuation high school and will allow the other, Alta Vista High School, to end the two-tiered scheduled it has used for years -- meaning some students attended class in the mornings and others in the afternoon. Now, each campus will have roughly 200 students and more typical schedules.

School officials have been working to get the school open for months, and the result was an opening day that was "smooth as silk," Principal Belinda Smith said.

"We've worked on this building for so long; it's kind of like, how long can you pack for the trip before you just want to go?" Smith said. "Today we left on the trip and it's going to be a wonderful journey."

-- Contact staff writer Stacy Brandt at (760) 901-4009 or sbrandt@nctimes.com.
