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TEACHER STRIKES IN NEW JERSEY:
A STATISTICAL AND IMPRESSIONISTIC ANALYSIS

ANTHONY F. MORGAN
Rutgers University, New Jersey

ABSTRACT

This article provides a thirty year profile of teacher strikes in New Jersey.
It demonstrates that the number and severity of teacher strikes has systemati-
cally declined. The author suggests that this long term decline in strike
activity is at least partially explained by the maturation of the system and its
participants. It suggests that surges in strike activity are related to external
forces and the strike activity in this state is influenced by location and
population density.

Over the past three decades, almost 200 teacher strikes have occurred in New
Jersey. These strikes have caused the loss of over a half million teacher days
and over three million student days. These job actions have affected hundred
of thousands of families and played an important role in determining how
public sector collective bargaining is viewed in New Jersey. This article pro-
vides a statistical perspective on these strikes and draws some impressionistic
conclusions.

Although many strikes of public employees have occurred in New Jersey, all
of them are prohibited under the state’s common law. The original
employer-employee relations statute did not mention the strike and that was one
of the reasons why then-Governor Richard Hughes conditionally vetoed the
measure [1]. The thinking in the legislature was that there was no need to mention
the strike in the law because court decisions had already made it clear that strikes
of public employees were prohibited within the state. This thinking was confirmed
two years later in Lullo v. International Association of Firefighters, where the
state’s supreme court said it saw “no substance to plaintiff’s claim that the broad
scope of the 1968 act envisions collective bargaining with all the implications the
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term carries in the private employment sector, including the right to strike
[2, at 439].

The New Jersey law permits binding arbitration of unresolved contract
disputes for public safety employees only. For all other employees, including
teachers, the impasse procedures consist of: 1) mediation supplied by the
Public Employment Relations Commission (PERC), after one or both parties
have informed PERC that an impasse exists; and 2) if mediation fails, the parties
select a factfinder from lists supplied by PERC. The factfinder takes testimony
and gathers information and is empowered to issue a set of nonbinding recom-
mendations.! These recommendations may become the basis for a settlement,
but either party may reject them, and the only recourse is return to the bargain-
ing table.

New Jersey has over 800 school districts, each of which negotiates separate
collective bargaining agreements. Almost all of the teachers are represented by
the New Jersey Education Association (NJEA). At the beginning of the negotia-
tions era in 1968, most teacher associations bargained separately, i.e., the teach-
ers were not combined with other school district employees in a common collec-
tive bargaining agreement. By the end of the period, however, most contracts
covered a wide assortment of school district employees, ranging from teachers
through secretaries to bus drivers. Under the New Jersey law, furthermore,
collective negotiation rights are extended to most supervisory employees, but the
higher ranking officers in school districts are not permitted to be represented in
the same bargaining unit as the teachers.

TEACHER STRIKES IN NEW JERSEY:
THE FIGURES

Figure 1 gives a thirty-year profile of the number of teacher strikes in the state,
beginning with 1968, the year in which the state’s first public sector bargaining
law was enacted. Two themes are articulated clearly by this exhibit. First, the
overall trend in teacher strikes is declining. The slope of the regression line
through the data is negative. To look only at the beginning years and the latest
years, New Jersey teachers averaged about ten strikes per year in the first three
years of Chapter 303 and about two strikes per year over the past ten years.
Second, the period of peak activity occurred between 1975 and 1981, with the
largest number of strikes occurring in the 1979-1980 school year.’

1
PERC pays for the cost of mediation. The parties share the cost of the factfinder.
2
Table 1 will show that between the 1992-93 school year and the 1997-98 year, only five strikes
took place in the state.
3
In 1979 and 1980, there were additional strikes of hospital personnel in Hudson County, Kearney,
and the Trenton Psychiatric Hospital and a strike of New Jersey Turnpike personnel.
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Figure 2 shifts the emphasis from the number of strikes to the number of days
the strikes lasted. As would be expected, the general trend mirrors that found in
Figure 1: The number of strike days experienced a relatively steady decline over
the period studied. The largest number of strike days were lost between 1969 and
1971, where the Newark teachers led the way. Between February 2, 1970 and
March 27, 1971, they engaged in two strikes—one lasting seventeen days and
the other, fifty-five days. During that period of time, Jersey City teachers also
engaged in a lengthy work stoppage, and strikes of shorter duration took place in
Cranford, Hamilton Township, New Brunswick, Passaic, and Trenton. Some of
the significant strikes in the 1977-82 period involved Cherry Hill, Glassboro,
Hanover Township, Patterson, Perth Amboy, Pitman, Saddlebrook, Sussex
County, Trenton, Willingboro, and Woodbridge [3].

Figure 3 describes the number of teachers on strike during each of the thirty
years studied. In addition to depicting, once again, the overall negative trend
in strike activity, this figure identifies the peak years as coming in the first
three years after the passage of Chapter 303 and in the latter half of the
1970s. As shown in Figure 4, the largest number of teacher days lost in a
single year occurred in the 1970-1971 school year, showing the influence
of the strikes in Newark and Jersey City. Figure 5 focuses on student days
lost, with the data beginning in 1977. Once again, the expected negative trend
is evident.

Figure 6 puts all of the aforementioned information together. The key variables
from all of the other figures are incorporated into this exhibit. The key variables
are number of strikes, number of teachers on strike, number of strike days,
number of teacher strike days, and number of student days lost. As expected, all
of the variables are closely related, and all of the data show two periods of peak
activity in teacher-strikes—1969 through 1971, and 1975 through 1981.

TEACHER STRIKES IN NEW JERSEY:
THE TABLES

The tables basically provide the numbers behind the figures, but those tables
add a locational dimension—they break the data down by county. Table 1 focuses
on the number of strikes by year, as did Figure 1. It shows that northern, highly
urban Bergen County is, by far, the leader in teacher strikes. With thirty-four
strikes over the thirty-year period, Bergen County has had more teacher strikes
than the next two counties combined—the eastern shore county of Monmouth
with sixteen and the center-state county of Middlesex with fourteen. The least
strike-prone counties tend to be more rural in nature and usually in the southern
part of the state. Of the five counties least prone to teacher strikes, four are in the
south and only Sussex is from northern New Jersey. They are Cape May and
Sussex counties with one strike; Cumberland with two; Atlantic with three; and
Ocean County with four.
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The total number of strike days per year (Table 2) is based on the number of
days a school district was shut down by a strike. According to these data, the
peak year for teacher strikes was 1979-80, when school districts in ten counties
were closed for more than 100 days. Eighty-eight days were lost in 1975-76 and
from 1969 through 1971, 155 days were lost, but the bulk of those days came
from the two Newark strikes. In the last ten years, New Jersey school districts
were closed for a total of eighty-one days, and in the last five years, the total
number of district closure days was eleven.

The trend in the number of strikes does not precisely mirror figures on the
number of teachers on strike in a given year. The data suggest that more strikes in
the late seventies and early eighties occurred in the smaller school districts, lead-
ing to a disproportionately smaller number of teachers on strike and fewer
teacher days lost.

The number of teachers on strike per year is obviously influenced by the size
of the school district. Table 3 shows that over the past thirty years, slightly more
than 50,000 New Jersey teachers engaged in a strike. This averages about 1,700
teachers a year. But the teachers of Essex County alone accounted for fourteen
thousand of those teachers, or 27 percent of the total. Table 4 reports the same
kind of information. Those tables show that in a typical year, about 19,000
teacher days are lost to teacher strikes. Essex county supplies 44 percent of the
lost teacher days. The Essex County information in Tables 3 and 4 is strongly
influenced by the aforementioned 1970-71 strikes of Newark teachers.

Table 5 reports on the number of student days lost because their teachers were
on strike. We do not have accurate information prior to the 1975-1976 school
year because the records listing the number of students in attendance at each of
the striking schools is faulty. The data that we have, however, reinforces other
information. The overall trend in lost time is negative, and students in the more
metropolitan counties lose the most time. The three leading counties for loss of
student days are Union, Camden, and Passaic. Essex and Hudson would surely be
in that list were data from earlier years available.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

If we were to take the entire thirty years that have passed since the enactment
of New Jersey’s first public sector bargaining law, we would conclude that a typi-
cal year would produce about eight teacher strikes. These strikes would involve
about 1700 teachers, last between four and five days, and lead to an average of
135,000 student days lost. However, a closer analysis of the information indi-
cates that the simple computation of thirty-year averages paints a flawed picture.
If the last ten years were taken as the database, the typical year would read as
follows: about two teacher strikes, involving approximately 350 teachers, lasting
less than four days, and costing about 11,500 student days. The first conclusion
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drawn from the New Jersey teacher strike data is: in comparison with the past,
today we have fewer strikes, involving fewer teachers, and affecting fewer
students. While one may argue that even one day lost to an unlawful strike is too
many, the data presented here show that if there ever has been a teacher strike
problem in New Jersey, that problem has lessened significantly since collective
bargaining for teachers came to the state.

A second conclusion can be drawn from Figure 6. The data clearly show that
there were two surges in strike activity. The first surge took place between 1968
and 1971. This was followed by a lull and then another swelling in the strike
statistics occurred between 1976 and 1981. After 1981, strike activity resembles
a diminishing sine wave, declining to the point where recent teacher strike activ-
ity has been almost negligible.

We have no definitive answer as to the causes of these surges, but we have
some speculations. These surges in strike activity have been influenced by
exogenous factors as the rate of inflation, the level of unemployment, “cap”
laws,* or local or statewide politics. One possible explanation of the 1968-71
surge comes from the timing itself. Strike activity increased in the year after the
first public sector collective bargaining statute was passed. Possibly, the
members of the local teacher associations looked upon the new law as a means of
alleviating their frustration after so many years of being unable to bargain over
their terms and conditions of employment. The rise in strike activity, therefore,
may have come from a carryover of a desire of the teachers (and perhaps of
school boards as well) to flex their muscles, coupled with inexperience in dealing
with the negotiations process and the failure to comprehend the personal costs
associated with a work stoppage.

The merger of the New Jersey Education Association and the National Educa-
tion Association may have also contributed to the 1968-71 surge. This merger
took place in 1969-70, and it provided the statewide educational association
an enriched source of money and lawyers. The availability of new financial
resources may have encouraged the local organizations to flex their muscles. The
new assistance at the bargaining table may have led the parties into discussions
of unfamiliar issues with people who were unfamiliar with one another, making
the settlement process more difficult.

The second surge also occurred shortly after New Jersey had adopted a new
bargaining law. The modification to the original law took place in 1974, just
before this second upwelling in strike activity. And in the middle of this period,
the New Jersey Supreme Court rendered a series of decisions that not only
limited the scope of bargaining but also made unlawful many agreements that the

4
The New Jersey “cap” law limits the amount by which a unit of government may increase its
operating budget without voter approval.
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parties had negotiated in earlier contracts. These changes undoubtedly put more
pressure on the bargaining process.’ Furthermore, this was also a time of rapidly
rising costs of living. Inflationary rates were moving toward the double digits
during most of this time, and the teachers may have been much more conscious
of this than were their school board counterparts at the bargaining table.

The last set of impressions that we draw from the data are:

® Teacher strikes in New Jersey have never represented a serious, statewide
threat to the citizenry. Despite the fact that New Jersey has over eight hun-
dred school districts, only three times in the past thirty years did the annual
number of teacher strikes exceed a dozen. And in the last fifteen years, only
once did the number of teacher strikes enter double digits (ten strikes
in 1984-85). Furthermore, strikes have usually been settled quickly—an av-
erage of about four days.

® The number and severity of strikes has diminished over time. This suggests
that as school boards and teacher organizations become more familiar with
each other and with the bargaining process, they become more willing and
able to reach agreements without resorting to violent acts.’

® Teacher strikes in this state tend to be affected by location and metropolitan
status. The strike problem lessens as we move from the densely 7populated,
industrial, northern counties to the more rural, southern counties.

This paper has presented much information on teacher strikes in New Jersey
and has drawn some impressionistic conclusions. We do not answer the question,
“What causes teacher strikes?”” and we have not attempted to suggest how to curb
them. What we have suggested, no matter how tentatively, is that the problem of
teacher strikes does not appear to be too severe in this state, and it has lessened
with the passage of time. Further research is needed to examine the causes of
teacher strikes and to make interstate comparison.

* % %

Anthony F. Morgan received his B.S. from the University of Delaware; MBA from
Rutgers University in Camden. He is Marketing Manager for IMD Federal Credit
Union.

5
The key decisions were [4-5].
6
This is not to downplay the influence of the courts on strike activity. The courts have made it
clear that they will not tolerate strikes and will fine teachers and teaching associations heavily if they
do defy a court order to return to work.
7
Although we cannot ignore the fact that there are more school districts in the north, and,
therefore, a greater possibility for strikes to occur in that part of the state.
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