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Abstract (Summary) 

Judge Clarkson S. Fisher Jr. of State Superior Court ordered the four to remain in the Monmouth County jail for at least one week, unless they decide before then to return to their classrooms in the sprawling central New Jersey suburb of Middletown Township.

Each of Ms. [Diane Swaim]'s comments drew loud applause from union members and appeared to deepen the already troubled relationship between the striking union and the Middletown Board of Education. Three years ago, Ms. Swaim led a one-week strike against the school district. The current walkout at the town's 17 schools, which serve about 10,500 children, began Thursday, only hours after contract negotiations resumed after a moratorium of two and a half months that followed the Sept. 11 terror attacks. About three dozen of Middletown's 61,000 residents were killed in the attack.

The two others ordered to jail were Michelle Armistead and Patricia Ayling. As with their two colleagues, both said they would not comply with the order. Ms. Ayling apologized to Judge Fisher for wearing a baseball cap briefly when she stepped before him. ''I'm sorry,'' she said, drawing laughter from teachers seated in the spectator gallery.
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A New Jersey judge sent four schoolteachers to jail today for disobeying a return-to-work order, the first time in more than two decades that striking teachers in the state have been incarcerated.

Judge Clarkson S. Fisher Jr. of State Superior Court ordered the four to remain in the Monmouth County jail for at least one week, unless they decide before then to return to their classrooms in the sprawling central New Jersey suburb of Middletown Township.

The sentences were imposed at an emotional hearing marked by the muffled sobbing of some teachers and the occasional babbling of infants.

Judge Fisher said he was imposing the jail terms reluctantly. But he added that he had no other way to compel Middletown's 1,000 striking teachers and secretaries to comply with the order he issued on Thursday, the first day of the walkout.

The four teachers -- two men and two women -- became the first striking teachers ordered to jail in the state since several were incarcerated in Camden for 26 days during a strike in 1978, according to the New Jersey Education Association, the statewide teachers' union.

After sheriff's deputies took the four from Judge Fisher's courtroom about 6 p.m., hundreds of their colleagues held a noisy rally outside Monmouth County's Hall of Records and cheered their union president's appeals for support and solidarity.

''None of us can break faith with our four martyrs,'' the president of the Middletown teachers' union, Diane Swaim, shouted from the building's front steps. ''None of us can afford to go to work tomorrow or the next day, or the next day. We are determined to see this through to the end. If it means every one of us goes to jail, so be it.''

Each of Ms. Swaim's comments drew loud applause from union members and appeared to deepen the already troubled relationship between the striking union and the Middletown Board of Education. Three years ago, Ms. Swaim led a one-week strike against the school district. The current walkout at the town's 17 schools, which serve about 10,500 children, began Thursday, only hours after contract negotiations resumed after a moratorium of two and a half months that followed the Sept. 11 terror attacks. About three dozen of Middletown's 61,000 residents were killed in the attack.

Many more teachers are likely to be sent to the county jail Tuesday morning, when Judge Fisher continues the hearing that started about 5 p.m. today.

Judge Fisher began calling striking union members before him one by one, in alphabetical order. He managed to deal with only those whose last names began with A, or about 18 of the 1,000 people on strike. Those whose names start with B will be called first on Tuesday.

The judge and the school board's lawyer, Douglas J. Kovats, asked each teacher called before the judge's bench if they had been served with the Thursday order and if they planned to comply with it in the future. The first two called were Robert Abbot, a physical education teacher, and his wife, Susan, a teacher for children with learning disabilities. Judge Fisher excused her because, he said, he wanted to allow her to remain at home with the couple's child.

Mr. Abbot readily acknowledged violating the back-to-work order. He said he would continue to do so because under the board's current contract offer, ''I will be in a negative financial spiral for the remaining years I have in the district.''

Judge Fisher ruled that Mr. Abbot did not have a sufficient legal reason to ignore the order and imposed a one-week sentence. He then sent Mr. Abbot to the courtroom jury box.

Afterward, outside of court, Mr. Abbot's wife called her husband's incarceration disgraceful. ''My husband and I have 50 years of dedicated service together in Middletown and this is the thanks we get,'' she said.

The second teacher ordered jailed was Steve Antonucci, a physical education teacher and the football coach at Middletown South High School, whose team won a state championship game two days ago.

Mr. Antonucci said that he, too, would not return to work. ''I love my wife and I love my family, and I'll do anything to support them,'' he said.

The judge then sent him to the jury box to join Mr. Abbot.

The two others ordered to jail were Michelle Armistead and Patricia Ayling. As with their two colleagues, both said they would not comply with the order. Ms. Ayling apologized to Judge Fisher for wearing a baseball cap briefly when she stepped before him. ''I'm sorry,'' she said, drawing laughter from teachers seated in the spectator gallery.

Two other teachers broke ranks with their colleagues and told the judge they would return to work. Both were allowed to leave the courtroom. Judge Fisher declined to order jail terms for two others on medical or family grounds, and instead fined them $50 for each day they remained out of work.

Several others whose last names began with A were not present today and the judge said he would issue bench warrants summoning them to court.

At one point, the union lawyer, Sanford Oxfeld, interrupted the questioning and appealed to the judge to either appoint a special mediator or order the board to negotiate.

''You're agonizing over every single person,'' Mr. Oxfeld told the judge.

The judge agreed. ''Mr. Oxfeld,'' he said, ''you're right. It does pain me to do this. But this is not about what makes me feel good. It's about compliance with the order.''

Both sides agree that their major bargaining disagreement is over an increase in teacher payments for their health insurance premiums. The board wants to increase maximum payments from $250 a year to $860 a year. The union opposes an increase, but has offered to reduce the board's expenses for health insurance premiums by no longer seeking reimbursement for their co-payments on prescriptions.
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