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On May 3, 2010, following a number of high profile adolescent suicides directly 

related to bullying and internet cyberbullying, the Massachusetts Legislature passed one 

of the most comprehensive anti-bullying laws in the nation.  According to the new 

Massachusetts law (M.G.L. c. 71, § 37O), "school leadership is responsible for 

developing and implementing a comprehensive bullying prevention and intervention 

plan" and must include response and reporting protocols, delivery of age appropriate 

curriculum K-12, and provide appropriate training for all school faculty, staff, and 

outside contractors working directly with students. 

 Bullying has been studied in a number of different ways including the effects of 

bullying on aggressors, victims, and bystanders (Bradshaw, Sawyer, & O'Brennan, 2007; 

Espelage & Swearer, 2003; Finn-Aage & Dena, 2009; Raskauskas & Stoltz, 2007), drop-

out, truancy, and disciplinary rates (Bradshaw, Sawyer, & O'Brennan, 2009; Gastic, 

2008; Suh & Suh, 2007), as well as the effectiveness of intervention programs designed 

to reduce bullying behavior in schools (Merrell, Gueldner, Ross, & Isava, 2008; 

Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, & Voeten, 2005; Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancourt, & Hymel, 

2010).  Prior to this study, noticeably absent from the literature on the bullying problem 

(and arguably all school violence literature) was any serious look at the role of school 

leadership.  This study examines the leadership practice of a district team of educators 

known as the Bullying Prevention Advisory Committee (BPAC) and provides in-depth, 

contextualized, fine-grained analysis of how one district designed and implemented a 

district anti-bullying initiative through a distributed leadership model. 
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Theoretical Framework 

 From a distributed leadership perspective, leadership is defined in the interaction 

of three essential constituting elements; leaders, followers, and their situation and in the 

execution of particular leadership tasks, and “it does not reside in any one of these, and 

each is a pre-requisite for leadership activity” (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2004, p. 

10).  Most often, leadership tasks are ‘stretched over’ material and cultural artifacts 

(Rogoff, 1990) and may be viewed as the products of particular social and cultural 

situations and form a ‘socio-cultural context’ within which activity happens.  Material 

and cultural artifacts represent powerful elements of Spillane’s third pillar of distributed 

leadership theory, the situation, and can affect how leadership is practiced (Spillane et al., 

2004).  This study extends the work of Spillane, Diamond and Halverson and highlights 

the role of various aspects of the situation that influence not only the artifacts created by 

individuals and teams, but how leadership is ultimately practiced.   

 

Distributed Leadership Theory 

 In recent years, there has been an increasing interest in distributive forms of 

leadership (Firestone & Martinez, 2007; Gronn, 2002; Leithwood et al., 2007; Spillane, 

Halverson, & Diamond, 2004; Timperley, 2005). As opposed to heroic,	  or lone	  ranger	  

conceptions which have dominated the literature in the past, distributive leadership is 

thought to better reflect the way the day-to-day work of schools is actually done, to 

increase involvement and commitment to organizational goals while capitalizing on the 

individual strengths of stakeholders, and to offer insight into how organizational learning  
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is stimulated within different organizational units – the individual, the small group, and 

the whole school (Harris, 2007).   

Distributed leadership theory has been criticized as ambiguous and therefore of 

questionable utility.  According to Bennett, Wise, Woods and Harvey (2003), distributed 

leadership (DL) has been used as a synonym for ‘shared, collaborative, facilitative, and 

participative leadership’.  Harris has described distributed leadership as a “catch-all 

phrase for any type of devolved, shared or dispersed leadership practice in schools” 

(Harris, 2007, p. 315).  Mayrowetz et al. argues that, “at times, distributed leadership is 

an idea so conceptually vast that it is difficult to separate what does and does not 

constitute distributed leadership” (Mayrowetz, Murphy, Louis, & Smylie, 2007, p. 178).  

Alma Harris warns, “If it remains the case that the head distributes leadership 

responsibilities to teachers, then distributed leadership becomes nothing more than 

informed delegation” (Harris, 2003, p. 319).  With these criticisms, Mayrowetz and 

Harris define distributed leadership as a leadership style or blueprint for leadership 

practice, similar to instructional or shared leadership.  Unlike Spillane et al., both 

Mayrowetz and Harris fail to acknowledge leadership as a force that exists regardless of 

organizational labels or structures – a force that is constantly moving between the 

follower, the leader and the situation.  Based on the situation, from moment to moment, a 

follower becomes the leader and visa-versa.   

 In a broad sense, distributed leadership has been described in two ways; 

normatively and analytically.  Normatively, distributed leadership has been used to 

describe forms of leadership considered more democratic or shared than traditional, top-

down forms.  Normatively, distributed leadership is seen as a way to expand the 
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administrative range of schools or to give more authority to teachers (Harris, 2007).  

Analytically distributed leadership theory has been used as a perspective to understand 

how leadership is spread among leaders, followers, and the situation (Spillane, et al., 

2004).  Central to the analytical perspective is the absence of normative loading (Harris, 

2007).  In other words, there is no right or wrong pattern of leadership.  Distributed 

leadership theory is intended to help us better understand the causes and consequences 

various forms of distribution.   

 At the forefront of the theoretical work on distributed leadership are Spillane 

(2001, 2004) and Gronn (2002).  Spillane adopted aspects of distributed cognition theory 

from the work of Hutchins (1991), Resnick (1991), and Pea (1993) which posits that 

cognition is dependent upon certain material, social, and cultural artifacts for 

understanding (Hutchins, 1991; Pea, 1993; Resnick, et al., 1991).  In addition, Spillane et 

al. encumbered the concept of in situ and invacuo from distributed cognition theory 

(Rommetvett, 1980).  Here, cognition is distributed situationally and socially through 

other people and situation in the effort to complete complex tasks (Latour, 1987).  By 

arguing that intelligence is not experienced apart from where and when it is displayed, 

ideas must be constructed in situ – or – in the context in which they occur (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991).  Therefore, from a distributed leadership perspective, aspects of the 

situation do not simply affect what leaders do, “the situation is constitutive of leadership 

practice” (Spillane, 2006, p. 10).  Borrowing from human-computer interaction and 

activity theory research (Cole & Engeström, 1983; Norman, 1991), Gronn (2002) and 

Halverson (Halverson, 2003, 2004) developed a framework for studying leadership 
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practice through analysis of the artifacts created, recreated, and altered during school 

improvement efforts. 

 

Artifacts 

 Artifacts are not only an important constituting element of human activity and a 

source of information and guidance; artifacts are often times “vehicles for thought which 

can, over time, transform the nature of leadership activity” (Spillane, et al., 2004, p. 21).  

Understanding the origin, evolution, and features of artifacts provides insight into how 

leaders think about their practice and the practice of those actors they intend to effect 

(Halverson, 2003, 2004).  At the federal and state level, policy artifacts such as No Child 

Left Behind (2001), or in this study, Massachusetts Bullying Law, M.G.L. c. 71B, § 3, 

seek to influence the behavior of local school districts.  At the district and school level, 

leaders adapt these artifacts (programs, policies, and procedural documents) to influence 

the practice of teachers and employees.   

 To allow for a fine grained analysis of artifacts, this study employed Halverson’s 

(2003) typology of three kinds of artifacts leaders use to shape social interaction: (a) 

catalytic artifacts that act as catalyst, or spark in the creation of professional community  

(b) compounding artifacts that build on the effects of catalytic artifacts, and (c) coherence 

artifacts that foster program coherence.  According to Halverson (2003), without a plan to 

follow up a catalytic artifact with a compounding artifact, whatever initial progress has 

been made may be wasted, diffused, or at the least, be allowed to revert to the isolated 

pockets of reform associated with loosely coupled systems.  Unlike math or history where 

infrastructures exist in the form of departments, department meetings, certification 
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standards, and standardized curriculums, bullying in Merton had never been addressed 

district wide.  Bullying had always been addressed in a variety of ways, differing from 

building to building and classroom to classroom.  Recognizing this early in the process, 

Coherence artifacts were especially important in the design and implementation of a 

district wide bullying prevention program. 

 Findings from the case of the BPAC were subjected to three further distinctions 

among artifacts as defined by Halverson:  (a) locally designed artifacts created by leaders 

and teachers to shape local practices, (b) received artifacts which come into the school 

community already developed by identifiable sources (text books, other districts, 

purchased curricula) and (c) inherited artifacts such as academic calendars and 

disciplinary organization of the curriculum which existed prior to the new leadership 

initiatives  yet influenced the context of most new initiatives (Halverson, 2004). 

 

Methodology 

 To learn more about how leadership is practiced in schools and to maintain the 

focus on leadership practice as opposed to leadership outcomes (Maxwell, 1996; 

Merriam, 1988, 1998), semi-structured interviews lasting between 40 and 65 minutes 

were conducted with each of the ten members of the Merton Public Schools Bullying 

Prevention Advisory Committee (BPAC).  The ten members interviewed represented four 

elementary schools, one middle school and one high school, as well classroom teachers 

K-5, guidance and adjustment counselors K-12, and one elementary school principal. 

 Members of the BPAC committee were purposefully selected as units of analysis.  

In terms of job title and areas of responsibility and range of professional experience, the 
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BPAC represented each of the six schools in the Merton Public School district as well as 

all three levels (elementary, middle and high).  See table 1 below for the profile of the 

BPAC members.   

Table 1.  BPAC Committee Membership Profile   
 

Position School Yrs. in Ed M/F Race Age 
Teacher - K Elem. 16 F W 40-50 
Teacher - 5 Elem.  33 F W 50-60 
Adj. MS 3 F W 40-50 
Adj. Elem/MS 14 F W 30-40 
Guidance  MS 28 F W 40-50 
Adj. Elem.  10 M W 30 
SPED/IEP Chair Elem.  34 F W 50-60 
Adj. HS 20 F W 40-50 
Adj/Guid. HS 13 M W 30-40 
HS VP/Chair HS 18 M W 40-50 
Principal Elem.  18 F W 40-50 

 

The purposely-selected site, to be referred to in this paper as the “Merton Public 

Schools”, is a suburban school district serving approximately 3,900 students in four 

elementary schools, one middle school and one high school in a middle-class community 

sharing a border with the city of Boston.  Interview data were collected using two digital 

recorders and interviews were transcribed verbatim and member-checked (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985) to increase accuracy.  Using Weft qualitative data analysis software (Weft 

QDA) and the open, axial, and selective coding guidelines of Strauss and Corbin (1990), 

interview data were systematically coded for evidence of member defined elements of 

leadership practice.  As recommended by Denizin (1970), key artifacts identified by 

participants during the interviews underwent document analysis using the same coding 

guidelines as the interview data.   
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Reliability/Limitations 

 Throughout this study, I was a high school vice principal in Merton and served as 

the chair of the BPAC.  It was therefore critical that allowances for reflexivity were 

embedded in the design of this study.  Rennie (2004) defined reflexivity as “self-

awareness and agency within that self-awareness” (p. 183).  Allowances for reflexivity 

included my use of a self-reflective journal throughout the data collection and data 

analysis phases of this study.  In this journal, I kept an ongoing record of my experiences 

and reactions and attempted to track my emerging awareness of any assumptions or 

biases that arose during the process.  Another limitation was sample size. 

 Relying on a small number of participants for a major part of the data can result 

in key informant bias.  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), “The member check, 

whereby data, analytic categories, interpretations, and conclusions are tested with 

members of those stake holding groups from whom the data were originally collected, 

is the most crucial technique for establishing credibility” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 

314).  I employed two types of member checking as a way to improve the accuracy, 

credibility, validity, and applicability of the findings.  First, during the interview I 

restated the subjects’ responses to check for accuracy and probe for any responses that 

seem unclear.  Second, after the interviews were transcribed, I provided copies of the 

interview transcription to each member to check for accuracy. 

The primary question that drove the case of the BPAC was:  How was leadership 

practiced during the design and implementation of a district bullying prevention 

program?  To answer this central question, the following secondary questions were also 

addressed: 
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(1) How did members of a K-12 team (BPAC) understand and experience 

leadership during the process?  (a) In what ways, if any, did formal 

position contribute to how members of the BPAC experienced leadership 

during this initiative?  (b) Did members feel comfortable disagreeing with 

other members?  With raising questions or make suggestions?  (c) How 

did subject influence leadership practice - did it matter that the committee 

was discussing bullying and not math? 

(2) Which artifacts do the members of the BPAC consider most important, 

most influential, or most challenging to implement?  (a) Which artifacts 

did the committee inherit?  (b) Which artifacts did the committee create? 

(c) How were the artifacts created? 

 

Table 2 below displays the relationships between research question, interview question, 

and theoretical frame.  

Table 2.  Guide to Interview Questions and How They Relate to Research Questions and Theory 
 

 Research (Sub) Question  Interview Question Theoretical Frame(s) 

1. What is the relationship, if 
any, between members’ 
formal position and how that 
member experienced 
leadership? 

a. Define your role on the BPAC.  Compare your 
role with that of other members of the BPAC. 
b. What did the BPAC do first? 
c. Who do you see as the leaders on the BPAC and 
why? 

Distributed Leadership: 
Members backgrounds and 
formal position as 
influential aspects of the 
situation 

2. How did subject influence 
leadership practice? 

a. How does bullying compare with other school 
improvement initiatives currently being implemented 
in your school?   
b. What do you recall being the main barriers to 
implementation encountered during the process? 
c. Were there any responsibilities added to your day-
to-day job as a result of being on this committee? 

Distributed Leadership: 
Subject as an aspect of the 
situation 

3. From the members’ 
perspective, which of the 
BPAC artifacts were 
considered most important, 
most challenging to 
implement, or most 
influential? 

a. What did the BPAC do first? 
b. Of the artifacts created by the BPAC, which one 
do you consider most important? (This question 
preceded by a definition of artifact) 
c. What do see as the BPAC’s most notable 
accomplishments and why? 
d. The law requires schools to revisit their policy 
each year.  What do you recall about our most recent 
revisions of the policy document? 

Distributed Leadership: 
Artifacts as a way to study 
and understand leadership 
practice 
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Findings  

 In the case of the BPAC, employing a distributed leadership perspective revealed 

a number of structural considerations specific to Merton that influenced the leadership 

practice of BPAC members, the tools that were ultimately created by the team, and the 

ability of the team to implement these tools.  Data from this case suggests that because 

the subject being addressed by the BPAC was bullying and not math or English Language 

Arts (ELA), it was necessary for the BPAC to first: (1) construct a network; (2) define the 

problem (in this case, bullying); and (3) navigate a series of what I have identified as 

structural considerations (Cron, 2013). 

 

Constructing a Network 

Constructing a network to address bullying was an important part of how the 

BPAC first began to practice leadership.  Because the subject of the work of the BPAC 

was bullying, and not math or English language arts for example, there were no social 

networks in place, no infrastructure through which the BPAC could address bullying.  

Members had to build it.  At least in the beginning therefore, building this network was 

an important part of how the BPAC practiced leadership.   

 As a system of practice (Halverson, 2003), the BPAC began to practice leadership 

almost immediately after being assembled.  Members were invited to join the BPAC 

because they were thought to possess relevant expertise, a high level of credibility and 

influence with their colleagues, or because they represented a constituency considered 

important to the successful design and implementation process.  In other words, the 
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BPAC itself was a tool or artifact designed to influence as wide a range of stakeholders 

as possible as quickly and effectively as possible.   

 

The BPAC as an Artifact 

 When asked how they define their role as a member of the BPAC, each of the ten 

respondents positioned themselves at the center of a two-way dynamic process; as a 

liaison or person responsible for carrying on a two-way communication between the 

BPAC and their home school or some other outside constituency.  Amy described 

"representing the voice of their individual school communities...the folks who are not 

sitting at the table with us.”  Mary, an elementary principal, also described her role on the 

BPAC as that of a liaison, but she described communicating with the other elementary 

principals and not specifically the teachers or staff in her building.  “This is the 

conversation we [the BPAC] were having. What do you think about it?  How do you see 

it?  This is how I'm seeing it”?  According to Mary, she would then “bring these 

conversations back to BPAC meetings”.  By carrying out the role of liaison as described 

by Mary and other members, the BPAC served as a tool or artifact to sustain a 

connection between the BPAC and the various constituencies within each member 

school.   

 

Leveraging Expertise and Building Social Capital 

 From a distributed leadership perspective, building social capital was one 

important way the BPAC practiced leadership.  Each member of the BPAC came to the 

committee with task-related capital (i.e. respected by peers and principal, in possession of 
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a particular expertise, or experience with social emotional issues).  According to 

Coleman, “social capital is defined by its function…and inheres in the structure of 

relations between actors and among actors” (1988, P.98).  In other words, it requires 

community, which in this case was the BPAC.  Through meetings and the collaborative 

opportunities that resulted from these meetings, the BPAC began to create and develop 

collective social capital among the members of the team.  Figure 1 below illustrates the 

complex network of relationships created through the formation of the BPAC. 

 
Figure 1:  Network Created by the Formation of the BPAC Artifacts and Practice: 
Influence, Origin, and Evolution 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Subject: Defining Bullying 

In the case of the Adams School from The Distributed Leadership Study at 

Northwestern University, Sherer (2007) used a distributed leadership perspective to 

investigate how subject influences leadership practice.  While math and English 

Language Arts (ELA) were both high priorities in the Adam’s School and while similar 
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artifacts (in the form of leadership routines) were created and employed for both subjects, 

analysis of leadership practice revealed differences in the networks created in math and 

ELA.  Although both disciplines used the same artifact, The Five Week Assessment, a 

school-wide, cross-discipline, common assessment tool, Sherer (2007) reported 

differences in the social networks that emerged from math verses ELA.  Where Math 

developed overall weak and fragmented social networks, the ELA routine centered 

around one literacy coordinator.  One explanation for the differences in network patterns 

was the nature of the subject, in this case, math.   

According to Stodolsky (1988), teachers of math tend to see math as highly 

structured and sequential (Stodolsky, 1988) while English is seen as more open and 

flexible (Stodolsky & Grossman, 1995).  For example, high school math curricula can 

often look the same from district to district, even from state to state as compared with 

ELA, which involves reading, writing, and speaking, a complex web that is not contained 

in one subject.  Another difference in noted was the time given to teachers to analyze 

outcomes – where math tended to defer to outside analysis and interpretation, ELA 

teachers were given time to collaborate, discuss strategies.   

Similar to the Adam’s case (Sherer, 2007), subject played a major role in how 

leadership was practiced in the case of the BPAC.   Because bullying is a complex and 

rapidly changing phenomenon (Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancourt & Hymel, 2010) that 

becomes increasingly difficult to identify as students get older when bullying tends to 

become less physical and increasingly psychological (Espelage & Swearer, 2003; Nansel 

et al., 2001; Olweus, 1993), the fact that bullying was not universally defined among 

adults in the district was an important aspect of the situation.  There was no standard 
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definition; there were no indicators.  As a result, this was a major aspect of the situation 

that influenced how leadership was expressed.  Recognizing this need, the BPAC began 

to work to develop a common definition of bullying that could be used as a basis for 

policies and procedures.  Helping adults distinguish between bullying and conflict 

occupied a great deal of the BPAC's early work.  From a distributed perspective, defining 

what bullying is and is not was a big part of how the BPAC practiced leadership early in 

the process.  Creating a tool in the form of the Reporting Protocol was an important first 

step toward developing a common working definition of bullying among all faculty and 

staff district-wide.    

 

The Reporting Protocol 

 Merton’s Reporting Protocol was identified during interviews by all ten 

respondents as an important artifact created by the BPAC.  It was designed to be a meta-

cognitive script for adults addressing potential bullying incidents among children.  

Margaret’s comments below highlight a multi-step collaborative process through which 

the tool was refined by the BPAC and reviewed by a range of stakeholders before being 

adopted.  She said: 

We [BPAC] reflected on them [versions of the reporting protocol] and we came 

out with several working versions at the meeting.  We had conversations like this 

is how I read this, is this how you wanted it to go out? And then we got all the 

administrators involved because it went out to them.  So it wasn't something that 

the committee worked on in isolation, it was something that the committee 

worked on within the confines of the general curriculum and the general space of 
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their school, and then within the space of the district.  We considered how the 

district would want it to be perceived.  And so it filtered up and it filtered back 

down.  It was an interesting process in that way.  

When Margaret refers to “the confines of the general curriculum and the general space of 

their school, and then within the space of the district” she is referring to a number of 

structural considerations that influenced the leadership practice of the BPAC.  One 

example is special education. 

 

A Structural Consideration: Special Education 

 In the case of the BPAC, an important structural consideration was the percentage 

of students receiving special education services through Individual Education Plans 

(IEP’s).  Students on IEP’s are more likely to be involved in bullying as a victim, as an 

aggressor, or both (Merrell, Gueldner, Ross, & Isava, 2008; Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, & 

Voeten, 2005; Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancourt, & Hymel, 2010).  The Massachusetts 

Bullying Law, M.G.L. c. 71B, § 3 in turn, explicitly directs schools to consider 

disabilities that may make a student more vulnerable to victimization.  In response to this 

specific aspect of the bullying legislation, the attorney for the Merton Public School’s 

recommended the addition of the following specific procedures and language to Merton’s 

IEP process and policy:   

In accordance with M.G.L. c. 71B, § 3, as amended by Chapter 92 of the Acts of 

2010, the Team considered whether _________has a disability that affects social 

skills development and has the skills and proficiencies to respond to or avoid 

teasing, bullying or harassment in the school setting.  The Team determined that 
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____________’s IEP should include accommodations to facilitate _________’s 

access to the general curriculum that addresses these issues.   

While the delivery of materials to students with IEP’s represented a structural 

consideration that influenced leadership practice in all public schools in Massachusetts, 

others were specific to Merton.   One example was Merton’s extensive French Immersion 

language program. 

 

A Structural Consideration: a Language Program 

 All four elementary schools in Merton offer a French immersion program.  Upon 

entering grade 1, all students are invited to choose this track.  On average, approximately 

40% of all students district wide in grades 1-5 are assigned to teachers and classrooms 

where they receive instruction in all subjects including language arts, math, science, and 

social studies, solely in French.  While the immersion program is widely acknowledged 

as successful and is a source of pride for the district, certain re-occurring tensions existed 

among and between the French and English faculty, parents, and students.  Therefore, 

when designing and creating bullying prevention lessons or professional development for 

faculty and staff, the French immersion program was a structural consideration taken into 

account by the BPAC.   

When discussing the delivery of bullying prevention curriculum in French 

immersion classrooms, the BPAC was forced to consider whether it should be delivered 

in French or in English.  Should all materials be translated into French and English?  

What would be the cost of doing this?  Eventually, a decision was made to approach the 

bullying issue in English with French remaining optional, but this decision may have 
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been a challenge for many of the French immersion teachers; many of whom are native 

French speakers and may not possess the same degree of comfort with the English 

language as their native English speaking colleagues.  For Merton, language was a fairly 

easy structural issue to contend with, but for school districts with a high percentage of 

English Language Learners (ELL) where English may not be the primary language of the 

student body, language could be complex structural issue to consider when designing and 

implementing a district wide school improvement program.   

Structural considerations such as the concentration of students with special needs, 

a special district-wide program such as French immersion, or the specialized needs of any 

group of students will differ from school to school, staff to staff, and from district to 

district and between educational districts and other kinds of domains.  These complex 

structural considerations influence leadership practice; especially when designing a 

response to legislation designed to serve an entire K-12 district.  

 

The Role of the Bullying Law 

 When asked to compare the bullying initiative to other district reform efforts 

currently underway, all participants cited the increased demands in recent years created 

by high-stakes testing.  Responses fell into two categories, the pressure to comply with 

the law and the struggle of socio-emotional education to make space for itself given the 

number of competing demands placed on schools.  Mary describes how M.G.L. c. 71, § 

37O compares to MCAS testing from an accountability perspective.  She said: 

The big difference is that there is law that mandates we have to do something 

about it. Which on the one hand can be a good thing because it can accelerate 
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something getting done, but on the other hand, if it defines itself that way, then 

perhaps there are districts that are addressing bullying simply because the law 

says that you have to.  What makes it different from some of other initiatives, the 

academic initiatives is, we are held accountable through law but we're not held 

accountable through results, and so the accountability is less public and we don't 

have test scores on bullying.  We don't have to go before school committee and 

explain and say what we plan to do about it. And while we have to look at the law 

every couple of years and make a few presentations, make sure we're doing 

something about it, we're not held accountable in the same kind of way.  It's more 

like your held accountable if you don't do something about it as opposed to the 

constant accountability of reaching these goals or not, which then puts it in a 

place where it's fighting for a place at the table, which also goes back to the 

accountability piece of private accountability vs. public accountability, it plays 

out on an individual basis more than the other improvement efforts so it comes up 

when you're dealing with a parent the table with the other pieces are more broad 

strokes ways in which the handled or talked about. 

Although Mary’s comments suggest that the type of accountability resulting from the 

bullying law is different than high-stakes testing (NCLB), districts that fail to respond as 

directed do so at their own peril and face very serious public and private consequences 

should an incident take place.  This knowledge influences how school leaders make 

decisions and how programs are implemented. 

Asked to describe how the work of the BPAC compares to other school 

improvement initiatives such as those currently underway in math or ELA, responses 
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reflected a general frustration with the number of demands vs. the lack of time vs. the 

increasing importance of socio-emotional education.  According to one adjustment 

counselor:  “MCAS, reading across the curriculum, etc...  It doesn't feel like it connects, it 

feels like an add-on, and that’s frustrating.  There is just so much we're expected to get in.  

It’s just one more thing.  It’s insane.  How could it not feel like an add-on?”  Perhaps it 

doesn’t connect because bullying prevention efforts were new and had nothing to 

“connect to”.   In Merton, anti-bullying curriculum was often attached to and delivered 

through other disciplines such as ELA.  One BPAC member said: 

“So on one hand, it's [bullying] got a seat at the table because someone made a 

law and said that it’s going to be at the table, on the other hand, it fights for that 

place table with math, reading and writing scores.  As a result, it ends up the way 

that we get it [bullying] in there is by integrating it into these other things and so 

what you don't see a lot of are some of these more social experiences for kids.  It 

gets integrated around a book, because we are also working with literacy, which is 

great, it makes the experience rich, but that's the sort of way in which it [bullying 

curriculum] gets to stay at the table.  As a result, it doesn't get some other pieces 

like establishing some really strong mentoring programs and creating more 

models for kids, and creating opportunities for them to dialogue and to work 

through issues.  So unless it can fit neatly into the existing structure of school, it's 

not going to fit.  So I think that there's still that tension there, in terms of trying to 

be part of the regular program. 

When implementing new policy in schools, especially in today’s high stakes testing 

environment, tension and frustration among educators is a very real force to be 
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considered and navigated.  Another force uncovered through the lens of distributed 

leadership theory was the indirect nature of many structural considerations.       

 

The Indirect Nature of Some Structural Considerations 

Many structural considerations influence leadership practice indirectly.  In the 

case of the BPAC, members of the committee and the artifacts produced by the 

committee were influenced indirectly by the expertise and experience of the individual 

members.   

 

Expertise 

 In the case of the BPAC, not only did teachers and counselors who normally 

occupy follower roles take on leadership roles simply by joining the BPAC (defacto), 

formal leaders who on the BPAC moved into follower roles based on the situation.  In the 

following example, a distributed perspective allowed us to observe a leader move into a 

follower role as a result of a conscious decision to defer to expertise.  In this case, Mary 

(an elementary principal), described how she deferred to the socio-emotional expertise of 

guidance and adjustment counselors.  When asked to describe her role on the BPAC, 

Mary said: 

At the table I see myself as equal, and well, actually, I might even argue a step 

down from the others at the table, because most of the adjustment counselors and 

the guidance counselors have a knowledge base that is far more extensive than 

mine on the subject and so they really know what they're talking about in terms of 

best practice, and the research.  I see myself as just a different perspective or 
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voice at the table.  Again, in those conversations, the counselors may present an 

idea and we’ll say yeah, let's develop this, it makes sense.  But hold on a minute, 

this is a piece that we really need to bring to the principals.  I just see myself as 

coming to the table with a different set of experiences and different voice.  Not so 

much a position thing, as it is sort of perspective and roll that I play.  But the 

knowledge base, especially with the guidance and adjustment counselors, their 

knowledge base is well beyond mine, so I take a step back when we were sorting 

out the details of that, because I know they know it more than I do. 

“But hold on a minute” illustrates Mary’s move from follower to leader.  While Mary 

was willing to defer to the socio-emotional expertise of counselors when “sorting out the 

details”, she was also quick to point to decision points within that fall within an 

administrative or legal domain; an area where she, as a principal, has a higher level of 

accountability.  

 

Experience 

 Another structural consideration that influenced how the BPAC practiced 

leadership was the professional experience of individual members.  Kay identified the 

Reporting Protocol as the most important artifact created by the BPAC.  Given her 

experience as a social worker, Kay compared the Reporting Protocol to the Mandatory 

Reporter laws that mandate teachers to report suspected child abuse.  Kay said, “It was 

extremely well thought through.  We labored over each section and tried to get the 

perspective and the wording just right, trying to make it user friendly for teachers, 

paraprofessional's administrators, and trying to use the recording process as a tool."  
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Taking note of Kay’s emphasis on how well thought through the document was.  I 

pressed Kay asking her what she thought of the fact that the committee had recently 

decided to remove the Reporting Protocol from the Appendix of the district’s official 

bullying policy.  To this Kay replied: 

I think it evolved.  It's become the protocol of how something starts from report 

through investigation.  Initially it was sort of the grid, there was above the line 

and a below the line.  It was an investigative protocol.   So from my experience, I 

do a lot of work with 51A and B recording1, I have seen when these processes 

work and when they do not work, so I was watching and observing how we were 

paralleling that process.  I was pleased because I thought we came pretty close to 

getting something really good.  With 51A and B there is a mandate, and now there 

is with bullying.  With 51A’s, everything is documented, even though in many 

cases, the 51A’s do not go to a full investigation.  These reports are kept in a file, 

and unless there are further incidences down the road, these reports are not used 

again.  But, if something does come up, looking at prior 51A's is helpful.  So in a 

sense, you can create protocols where you get a whole picture over time, versus 

ones that aren't so good, because they just look at a snapshot in the present time.  

So I think we accomplished a way to document bullying issues in much the same 

way because the process attempts to be cumulative over time.  I think the other 

positive thing we were able to do was to create a system that would track a 

student over time - from second grade to sixth grade then tenth grade - and for the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Massachusetts mandated reporters as defined in MGL c.119, s.5 are individuals who have been 
specifically designated by the legislature to report suspected child abuse or neglect.  Due to the nature of 
their work, mandated reporters are often the first adults to see signs of or be told about child abuse and 
neglect. 
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system to know about this kid's entire story.  I was impressed with how important 

that was to everybody.  One of my professional frustrations is the gap in student 

information that exists.  There can be huge shifts [in a student’s behavior] whether 

it be fifth grade to sixth grade or eighth to ninth tonight great, people try hard to 

push things through but often we're operating as if there was no institutional 

knowledge of the child.  

From a distributed perspective, Kay’s comments suggest that artifacts are important 

leadership tools that come in all shapes and sizes.  Some present a “whole picture over 

time” and others that just present a “snapshot”.  Similar to the use of medical records by 

doctors to inform their diagnoses and course of treatment, the “institutional knowledge of 

the child” was identified by the BPAC an important tool needed to make informed 

decisions about student’s social-emotional development.  This finding suggests that when 

designing new artifacts, evolution should be expected if not encouraged which may have 

implications for those in a position to create artifacts or to appoint groups or teams to 

create artifacts.  

Structural considerations such as special education laws or Merton’s French 

emersion program as well as the expertise and experience of faculty and staff, can effect 

how leadership is practiced.  This suggests that foreknowledge of these structural 

considerations may help leaders more accurately frame their work.  Taken one step 

further, as teaming and group leadership becomes increasingly common and perhaps 

necessary in schools and similarly complex organizations, having members of leadership 

teams systematically inventory their related experience and expertise may foreground 

another layer of usable intellectual capital that could be applied work in complex 
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organizations facing complex problems.   

 

Identifying and Clarifying Aspects of the Situation  

Based on the case of the BPAC and a distributed perspective, identifying and 

clarifying aspects of the situation is a key leadership function.  For example, BPAC 

members realized the need for a district-wide, working definition of bullying but were 

unsure of the extent or nature of this need.  As Randall said: 

It felt like we were flying by the seat of our pants, trying to figure out where to 

start.  We did a survey, and I remember thinking the surveys were a big deal, 

trying to figure out, based on what we did at the MARC center, whether or not 

teachers even knew what a definition of bullying should be. 

In response, the BPAC created a tool in the form of a survey to clarify the extent of the 

need.  After considering the results of the survey and follow-up conversations, the BPAC 

concluded there was no common definition of bullying among the adults in Merton.  The 

situation is now becoming clearer.  As the situation becomes clearer, the BPAC was able 

to lead in a new direction.  Based on this information, the BPAC developed a reporting 

protocol.  In this case, the need to define the issue was suspected from the outset but 

required clarification.  Clarification then describes a particular form of leadership 

practice dictated by the situation.   

Different aspects of the situation assume a variety of forms.  Understanding these 

forms may lead to a greater understanding of how leadership is practiced.  In the case of 

the BPAC, some structural situations were immovable (i.e. the bullying law); some were 

flexible (i.e. curriculum which can be adapted).  Some required a leadership response (i.e. 
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student IEP’s); some did not (MCAS).  Some were more important overall (MCAS 

scores); others could be partially ignored if necessary (bullying curriculum); some 

situations were not clear and required an exploratory survey (level of need); some were 

very clear (grade level differences).  Some situations were introduced in this case by the 

nature of the BPAC members themselves (Kay’s experience in DA’s office/51A and B 

reporting) while some would have existed regardless of whom the members were (need 

for a network).  Even legislatively driven standards-based reforms contain important 

elements of the situation.  Consider Mary’s comparison of the MCAS and the bullying 

law, where one demands publicly viewed accountability and the other does not.   Table 4 

on page 27 outlines a number of structural aspects of the situation in the case of the 

BPAC and the various forms of clarification required. 

 
Table 4:  Structural Considerations and Corresponding Clarification 
 

STRUCTURAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 

Immovable 
or 
Flexible 

Changes with 
Time or Fixed 

Clear 
or 
Murky 

Public or 
Private 
Accountability 

State Law Immovable  Clear Public  
Interpretations: District lawyers 
who provide language 

Flexible Fixed Murky Private  

Programs: French immersion 
program, SPED programs 

Immovable Fixed Clear Public  

Competing programs, which vie 
for time and attention in the day 

Flexible Changes with 
time 

Murky Public 

District Goals, such as raising 
MCAS scores 

Flexible by 
level and 
school? 

Changes  Murky Public  

Budgetary limitations (Stipends 
for BPAC) 

Immovable Changes  Clear Private 

Facilities 
(4 elementary schools, only one 
school with special program for 
autistic children) 

Immovable Fixed Clear Public 

Experience 
(I.e. Kay’s experiences) 

 Change with time Murky  
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 From a distributed perspective, the table above suggests that foreknowledge of 

structural considerations may help leaders more accurately frame their work.  

Interestingly, whether or not the structural issues listed above are actually considered by 

leaders, they will influence leadership practice.  By identifying these elements however, 

organizations are more likely to maximize their available resources (intellectual resources 

especially) and less likely to waste the time and resources required to recover from 

running headlong into these structural issues.   

 

Inferences and Implications  

 Leadership is a force that is always in motion - constantly moving between the 

follower, the leader and the situation.  From moment to moment, based on the situation, a 

follower becomes the leader and visa-versa.   This suggests that leadership is perhaps 

more fluid than previously theorized.  For example, one entry from my journal recalled a 

meeting I was asked to attend a meeting with a school committee member and the 

superintendent where the topic was a bullying policy document, the Reporting Protocol 

(RP).  The school committee member initiated the meeting.  In this case, because the 

school committee member initiated the meeting and the ideas for change were his, the 

school committee member became the leader and the superintendent and I became 

followers.  At the conclusion of the meeting I was asked by the superintendent and the 

school committee member to vet the recommended changes with the full BPAC.  When 

planning the meeting, I decided to use a think-pair-share protocol to review the 

recommend changes.  I chose this protocol because of my experience using the tool and 

my belief that it would more effectively elicit the unadulterated opinions of the entire 
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group than an unstructured round table style discussion.  In this way, my thinking and 

experience shaped how the BPAC processed the school committee member’s 

recommendations.  In this situation therefore, I was influenced by my experience and 

moved from follower to leader as the BPAC members moved from leaders to followers.  

Then, through the think-pair-share protocol, the BPAC voiced their opinions and 

ultimately shaped the final product; thus reclaiming their leadership role.  In turn, their 

thinking was most likely shaped by unseen forces outside the meeting room; what one 

member referred to as “the voice of those who are not at the table”.  In this scenario, in 

addition to passing the leadership from person to person, a leadership role was assumed 

by the situation at different points throughout the process.  The BPAC had labored over 

the reporting protocol.  We felt ownership of the tool.  The tool became an extension of 

the BPAC and had influence in the field and we were reluctant to give it up; it had the 

support of the members.  The tool, in this case the RP, in effect, took on a leadership role.  

As previously stated, distributed leadership theory has been used both 

normatively and analytically; normatively to expand the administrative range of schools 

or to give more authority to teachers (Harris, 2007) and analytically; to understand how 

leadership is spread among leaders, followers, and the situation (Spillane, et al., 2004).  

This study used a strictly analytical framework.  Central to the analytical perspective is 

the absence of normative loading (Harris, 2007) - there is no right or wrong pattern of 

leadership.  What the case of the BPAC does suggest however, is that leadership tends to 

distribute, that it wants to distribute.  When people come together to address a problem of 

mutual concern, leadership naturally emerges.  In this situation, formal leaders can either 

welcome this leadership or discourage it.   
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Followers can be encouraged to become leaders by becoming informal leaders.  In 

this way, followers move in and out of leadership positions by virtue of the situation.  

Consider Katrina’s role on the BPAC.   

In preparation for bullying prevention professional development session she was 

leading with teachers in her building, Katrina prepared a one-page digest version of the 

much debated and labored over, Reporting Protocol.  The one page “digest” version of 

the Reporting Protocol was simple and omitted the language that sparked debate with the 

school committee member.  In fact, the BPAC liked it so much we adopted it in all six 

schools as a replacement to Reporting Protocol.  In her role as a middle school 

adjustment counselor, Katrina’s typical day-to-day responsibilities require her to work 

primarily with students in one-on-one settings or with small groups of students, teachers, 

or family members.  As a member of the BPAC however, Katrina leveraged her expertise 

to design a tool that potentially influenced the behavior of nearly 4000 students and 600 

adults.  Katrina’s work and the work of the BPAC in general are examples of the 

potential unleashed when the natural occurrence of leadership is honored and what can be 

lost when the natural emergence of leadership is frustrated. 

Extending Spillane’s argument that taking a distributed leadership perspective 

may help us to better see and understand how organizations can leverage the resources of 

those who do not occupy formal leadership positions in schools (2004), the case of the 

BPAC suggests that distributed leadership theory may extend beyond this level of 

analysis and foreground aspects of the situation that may challenge formal leaders to re-

examine their role, to question their beliefs about leaders and followers, and to examine 

their personal capacity to create opportunities for followers to become leaders, especially 
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in areas where organizational capacity is limited or isolated.  In the case of the BPAC, the 

superintendent and the building principals did empower others in the organization.  

Without this support, I suspect that the social-emotional capacity of the Merton Public 

Schools may have continued to function in isolation and yielded a far more fragmented 

response to the problem of bullying.   

The case of the BPAC suggests that the most effective formal leaders in 

hierarchical organizations maintain an analytical view of leadership practice.  They are 

actively mindful of both the negative effect their presence and involvement can have on 

organizational learning and seek ways to offset this phenomenon so that “the quiet voice” 

(phrase used by John D’Auria, president of Teachers 21) of members can emerge and 

increase the likelihood that members have opportunities to practice leadership.  This goal 

transcends a desire to re-distribute the work to increase professional capacity through a 

greater distribution of responsibility.  Instead it seeks to more thoroughly mine the 

organization for knowledge by assembling a group with a range and variety of experience 

and expertise.  From this perspective, the role of the formal leader is to pose carefully 

framed questions, to strategically establish goals and deadlines, and coach and to support 

members as they co-labor to solve problems they deeply care about.   
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