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SUMMARY

The New Jersey Supreme Court considered whether a dispute over reduced sick-leave compensation
was within the exclusive jurisdiction of the Public Employment Relations Commission and whether
teachers possessed vested or contractual rights to compensation under a prior collective negotiations
agreement. The Court held that the trial court had subject matter jurisdiction because the dispute was
not a scope-of-negotiations question. It reversed the lower courts, concluding that the teachers’ rights
did not vest until retirement or other separation from employment and that the 2015 agreement validly
reduced the compensation cap from $25,000 to $15,000.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE The Board appealed from summary judgment entered for teachers on
their claim that they possessed vested or contractual rights to
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STANDARD OF REVIEW Summary judgment is reviewed de novo under the same standard as
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the dispute over the authority to modify the sick-leave compensation provision was a scope-of-
negotiations dispute within the exclusive initial jurisdiction of the Public Employment Relations
Commission.

2. Whether the 2012 collective negotiations agreement created a vested or contractual right to
compensation under its $25,000 sick-leave cap for teachers who remained employed when the
agreement expired.

3. Whether the 2015 collective negotiations agreement validly reduced the maximum compensation for
accumulated unused sick leave from $25,000 to $15,000 for teachers who had accumulated sick leave
under prior agreements but had not yet retired or separated from employment.

HOLDINGS

1. The dispute did not present a scope-of-negotiations question because plaintiffs challenged the parties'
authority to bargain away allegedly vested contractual rights, not whether sick-leave compensation was a
nonnegotiable managerial prerogative. The trial court therefore properly exercised subject matter
jurisdiction.

2. The 2012 Agreement did not create a vested right to application of its $25,000 sick-leave compensation
formula after the agreement expired and while a successor agreement governed. A teacher's right to
compensation vested only when the teacher satisfied the service requirements and retired or otherwise
separated with sick leave still unused.

3. The 2015 Agreement clearly and unambiguously reduced the maximum compensation for accumulated
unused sick leave from $25,000 to $15,000 for all eligible teachers who remained in service, including
teachers who had accumulated unused sick leave during prior agreements.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We therefore conclude that the trial court correctly invoked its subject matter jurisdiction in this case, and
that the Appellate Division properly affirmed the court’s assertion of subject matter jurisdiction over the
parties’ dispute.” (at 24)



“The trial court and the Appellate Division erred when they concluded that the Board and the Association
lacked the authority to reduce the cap on unused accumulated sick leave compensation from $25,000 to
$15,000.” (at 39)

“Accordingly, we reverse the Appellate Division’s judgment, vacate the orders granting summary judgment in
favor of plaintiffs and denying the Board’s motion for summary judgment, and enter summary judgment in
favor of the Board.” (at 39)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The Board and the Cliffside Park Education Association entered a 2012 collective negotiations agreement
providing compensation for accumulated unused sick leave, capped at $25,000. Their 2015 successor agreement
retained the eligibility requirements but increased the per-day rate and reduced the maximum compensation to
$15,000. The plaintiffs were teachers who had accumulated unused sick leave potentially worth more than
$15,000 under the prior agreement but had not yet retired when the 2015 Agreement was adopted. The
Association knowingly negotiated the modified provision, declined the Board's proposed concessions to
grandfather affected teachers, and the agreement was ratified.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The trial court rejected the Board's argument that the dispute was within the exclusive initial jurisdiction of the
Public Employment Relations Commission, denied dismissal, and entered summary judgment for plaintiffs. The
Appellate Division affirmed both the trial court's subject matter jurisdiction and its merits ruling. The Supreme
Court affirmed jurisdiction but reversed on the vested-rights claim, vacated the trial court's orders, and entered
summary judgment for the Board.

DISPOSITION

reversed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The Appellate Division judgment was reversed; the trial court's orders granting plaintiffs summary judgment and
denying the Board's motion were vacated; summary judgment was entered in favor of the Board on the vested-
rights claim.
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