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From legislation
to implementation

A distributed leadership view of one
districts response to the Massachusetts

Anti-Bullying Law of 2010
Alan H. Cron

Department of Education Leadership,
University of Massachusetts, Boston, Massachusetts, USA

Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to examine the leadership practice of an 11-member district
team of educators assembled to respond to one of the most comprehensive bullying laws in the nation –
the Massachusetts Anti-Bullying Law of 2010. This three-year case study provides school leaders and
legislators with an in-depth, fine-grained analysis of how leadership was practiced by a district team of
de facto leaders charged with implementing mandatory legislative policy throughout a six-school,
5,000-student, K-12 public school district.
Design/methodology/approach – This three-year case study employed an analytical, distributed
leadership framework to identify, categorize, and analyze key artifacts used by a team to design and
implement system-wide the comprehensive requirements of legislation. Using Weft qualitative data
analysis software and the open, axial, and selective coding guidelines of Strauss and Corbin, data from
semi-structured interviews and document analysis revealed a number of hidden structural
considerations exerting significant influence on the leadership practice of the team.
Findings – Findings from this study suggest that leadership is perhaps more fluid than previously
theorized. Defining leadership as a force that moves between and among organizational stakeholders
(as opposed to a person or position), this study identified a number of structural considerations
exerting influence on the leadership practice of a team. Furthermore, this study suggests that
foreknowledge of these structural considerations may help to foster organizational learning, to
leverage preexisting social and intellectual capital, and to more successfully navigate the requirements
of complex organizational change such as legislative mandates and standards-based reform.
Research limitations/implications – Because of the chosen research approach, the research results
may lack generalizability. Therefore, researchers are encouraged to replicate this study in other school
districts or large organizations who are responding to state or federal legislation.
Practical implications – The paper includes implications for state and local educational leaders as
they struggle with the increased demands of standards-based educational reform.
Social implications – This study has implications for those seeking to understand how legislation is
received and assimilated by schools as well as those seeking a greater understanding of formal and
informal leadership.
Originality/value – This paper fulfills an identified need to study how leadership is practiced in
response to standards-based state and federal legislation.
Keywords Leadership development, Bullying, Educational policy, Legislation,
Educational administration
Paper type Case study

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
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developing and implementing a comprehensive bullying prevention and intervention
plan” that includes response and reporting protocols, delivery of age appropriate
curriculum K-12, and 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 et al., 2007; Espelage and
Swearer, 2003; Finn-Aage and Dena, 2009; Raskauskas and Stoltz, 2007), drop-out,
truancy, and disciplinary rates (Bradshaw et al., 2007; Gastic, 2008; Suh and Suh, 2007),
as well as the effectiveness of intervention programs designed to reduce bullying
behavior in schools (Merrell et al., 2008; Salmivalli et al., 2005; Swearer et al., 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.

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 et al., 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
are 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. 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?

Distributed leadership theory
In a broad sense, distributed leadership has been described normatively and
analytically. Normatively, distributed leadership is considered more democratic or
shared than traditional, top-down forms. Normatively, distributed leadership is seen as
a way to expand the 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. Leadership is 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 vice-versa.

At the forefront of the theoretical work on distributed leadership are Spillane (2006)
and Gronn (2002). Spillane adopted aspects of distributed cognition theory from the
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work of Hutchins (1991), Resnick (1992), and Pea (1993) which posits that cognition is
dependent upon certain material, social, and cultural artifacts for understanding
(Hutchins, 1991; Pea, 1993; Resnick, 1992). In addition, Spillane et al. also 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 and 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 and Engeström, 1983), Halverson
(2003, 2004) developed a framework for studying leadership practice through analysis
of the artifacts created, recreated, and altered during school improvement efforts.

Artifacts
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). In the case of the BPAC, schools received an artifact in the form
of Massachusetts General Law (M.G.L.) c. 71B, § 3.

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: first,
catalytic artifacts that act as catalyst, or spark in the creation of professional
community; second, compounding artifacts that build on the effects of catalytic
artifacts; and third, coherence artifacts that foster program coherence. According to
Halverson (2003), unless a catalytic artifact is supported by 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 often associated with loosely coupled
systems. In the case of the BPAC, coherence artifacts were an especially important
consideration in the design and implementation of a district wide bullying prevention
program. Unlike subjects such as math or history, where longstanding infrastructures
exist in the form of departments, department meetings, certification standards, and
standardized curriculums, bullying had never been addressed district wide. Instead,
bullying had always been addressed in a variety of ways, differing from building to
building and classroom to classroom.

Findings from the case of the BPAC were subjected to three further distinctions
among artifacts as defined by Halverson: first, locally designed artifacts created by
leaders and teachers to shape local practices; second, received artifacts which come into
the school community already developed by identifiable sources (text books, other
districts, purchased curricula); and third, 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
Identified using the pseudonym “Merton Public Schools,” this purposefully selected site
was a medium-sized suburban school district located just south of Boston,
Massachusetts. At the time of the study, the Merton Public Schools served 3,900
students with four elementary schools, one middle school, and one high school.
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Semi-structured interviews lasting between 40 and 65 minutes were conducted with
each of the ten members of the 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 for
two primary reasons. First, in terms of job title and areas of responsibility and range
of professional experience, the members of the BPAC provided a representative
cross-section of the adults working throughout the district. Second, the BPAC
committee members represented each of the six schools in the district and all three
levels of K-12 education. See Table I for the profile of the BPAC members.

Reliability/limitations
Prior to and during this study I was both the Chair of the BPAC committee and the
researcher. This brought with it certain biases and assumptions from my own life
experiences or my relationships with the members of the BPAC. Allowances for reflexivity
were embedded in the design of this study. I maintained a self-reflective journal throughout
the investigation. Emerging self-understandings were examined, acknowledged, and set
aside or incorporated into the analysis, depending on the relationship between the bias and
the research questions. 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 and 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 subject to check for accuracy.

Interview data was collected using two digital recorders and interviews were
transcribed verbatim and member-checked to increase accuracy. Using Weft
qualitative data analysis software (Weft QDA) and the open, axial, and selective
coding guidelines of Strauss and Corbin, interview data was systematically coded for
evidence of member defined elements of leadership practice. Additionally,
as recommended by Denizin (1970), key artifacts identified by participants during

Position School Years in ed. M/F Race Age

Teacher – K Elem. 16 F W 40-50
Teacher – 5 Elem. 33 F W 50-60
Adjustment counselor MS 3 F W 40-50
Adjustment counselor Elem/MS 14 F W 30-40
Guidance MS 28 F W 40-50
Adjustment counselor Elem. 10 M W 30
SPED/IEP chair Elem. 34 F W 50-60
Adjustment counselor HS 20 F W 40-50
Adjustment/guidance HS 13 M W 30-40
HS VP/chair HS 18 M W 40-50
Principal Elem. 18 F W 40-50

Table I.
BPAC committee
membership profile

78

JEA
54,1

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 D

oc
to

r 
A

la
n 

C
ro

n 
A

t 0
5:

54
 1

0 
A

pr
il 

20
16

 (
PT

)



the interviews underwent document analysis using the same coding guidelines as the
interview data.

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, several secondary questions were also
asked of each member. Table II outlines the relationships between research question,
interview question, and theoretical frame.

Findings
Employing a distributed leadership perspective revealed a number of structural
considerations specific to Merton. These structural considerations exerted a significant
influence on 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:
construct a network; define the problem (in this case, bullying); and navigate a series of
what I have identified as structural considerations.

Constructing a network
Constructing a network through which bullying could be addressed was an important
part of how the BPAC initially practiced leadership. Because the subject of the work of

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

Table II.
Guide to interview

questions: how they
relate to research

questions and theory
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the BPAC was bullying and not math or ELA, 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.

If considered 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 BPAC was designed to influence as wide a range of adults
as possible as quickly and effectively as possible.

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 a
particular expertise, or experience with social-emotional issues). According to Coleman
(1988, p. 98), “social capital is defined by its function […] and inheres in the structure of
relations between actors and among actors.” 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 illustrates the
complex network of relationships created through the formation of the BPAC.

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. They
considered themselves a liaison – responsible for carrying on a two-way
communication between the BPAC and their home school or some other outside

Laura
Katrina

Kay
Randall

Me

Martha
Mary

Nicole Amy
Robert

Me

Me
BPAC

Middle
School

High
School

Elementary 4

Elementary
1

Elementary 2

Elementary 3

Central
Office

Principals/
District

Leadership
Team

School
Committee

Margaret

Figure 1.
Network created by
the formation of the
BPAC artifacts and
practice: influence,
origin, and evolution
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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 was a tool that helped to build cohesion among the schools in Merton.

Subject: defining bullying
In the case of the Adams School from The Distributed Leadership Study at the
Northwestern University, Sherer (2007) used a distributed leadership perspective to
investigate how subject influences leadership practice. While math and ELA were both
high priorities in the Adam’s School, and while similar 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 vs 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 and Grossman, 1995). For example, a high school algebra course
may look nearly identical from district to district, even from state to state.
This sameness is not the case with ELA; which involves reading, writing, and
speaking, a complex web that is not contained in one subject.

Similar to the Adam’s case (Sherer, 2007), in the case of the BPAC, subject played a
major role in how leadership was practiced. Because bullying is a complex and rapidly
changing phenomenon (Swearer et al., 2010) that becomes increasingly difficult to
identify as students get older when bullying tends to become less physical and
increasingly psychological (Espelage and 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 definition; there were
no indicators. Helping adults distinguish between bullying and conflict occupied a
great deal of the BPAC’s early work. As a result, subject was a major aspect of the
situation that influenced how leadership was practiced. 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. To help in this process, the BPAC created a tool in the
form of the reporting protocol as a first step toward developing a common working
definition of bullying among all faculty and staff district wide.

The reporting protocol
Identified during interviews by all ten respondents as an important artifact created by
the BPAC, Merton’s Reporting Protocol was developed during several meetings of the
BPAC. It was intended to provide adults in the district a meta-cognitive script if
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confronted by a bullying situation. Margaret’s comments below highlight a multi-step
collaborative process through which the reporting protocol was refined by the BPAC
and reviewed by a range of stakeholders before being adopted. She said:

We reflected on them [versions of the document] and came out with several versions. We had
conversations like this is how I read this, is this how you wanted it to go out? And then we
involved all building administrators. So it wasn’t something that the committee worked on in
isolation, it was something we worked on within the confines of the general curriculum and
the general space of each 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.

From a distributed perspective, two of Margaret’s comments above require some
unpacking. The first is Margaret’s reference to structural considerations and second is
her reference to the reporting protocol filtering up and back down.

A structural consideration: a French immersion program
First, Margaret suggests that structural components such as the school curriculum,
characteristics of the schools and the district as a whole, were important elements that
may have shaped how the BPAC practiced leadership. One such structural component
in Merton is their French immersion program.

In Merton, each of the four elementary schools offers a French immersion program.
On average, 40 percent of all students district wide in grades 1-5 are assigned to French
immersion classrooms and receive instruction in all subjects from teachers who speak
solely in French. While the immersion program was a source of pride for the district,
certain re-occurring tensions existed among and between the French and English
faculty, parents, and even at times, students. For example, when considering how to
deliver bullying prevention curriculum to students in French immersion classrooms,
should materials be translated into French? Would this work? What would be the cost?
Although it was decided that all teachers would present bullying prevention materials
in English, this may have been a challenge for some French immersion teachers. Many
were native French speakers and may not have possessed mastery of English to the
same degree as their native English-speaking colleagues. 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. For Merton, language was a fairly easy structural issue to contend with,
but this may not be the case for school districts with a high percentage of English
language learners. Here, language could be complex structural issue to consider when
designing and implementing a district wide school improvement program.

A structural consideration: special education
A second important structural consideration was special education. Students with
Individual Education Plans (IEP’s) are a particularly important structural consideration
for school leaders. Students receiving special education services are more likely to be
involved in bullying as a victim, as an aggressor, or both (Merrell et al., 2008; Salmivalli
et al., 2005; Swearer et al., 2010). The Massachusetts Bullying Law, M.G.L. c. 71B,
§ 3 acknowledges this research by explicitly directing schools to consider disabilities
that may make a student more vulnerable to victimization. In response to this specific
aspect of the bullying legislation, the Merton Public School’s attorney recommended
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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 ____________’s IEP should include
accommodations to facilitate _________’s access to the general curriculum which
addresses these issues.

Delivery of materials to students with IEP’s as well as faculty and staff, represent a
structural consideration that influenced leadership practice. Structural considerations
such as a French immersion program or the specialized needs of students will differ
from school to school, staff to staff, and from district to district.

Horizontal and vertical structures
Margaret’s description of the process used by the BPAC to create the reporting protocol
as having “filtered up and filtered back down” suggests that the concept of structure
includes both horizontal and vertical elements; that leadership practice is shaped by
movement across school boundaries (i.e. from BPAC to Superintendent to Attorney to
School Committee to Teachers). In other words, artifacts in the form of policies or
procedural documents act as a tangible representation of ideas and opinions that can be
shared and evaluated and commented on. For example, prior to sending the bullying
policy document to the school committee for final approval, it was reviewed by our school
attorney. Sending the document to the attorney added the attorney’s expertise and
experience to the process. By crossing the boundary between BPAC and the school’s
attorney, the policy traveled forward with a greater level of confidence and authority.

A structural consideration: 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, members of the
BPAC who were formal leaders moved into follower roles based on the situation. In the
following example, a BPAC member who occupied a formal leadership role as a
building principal (Mary) describes her conscious decision to defer 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; 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 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” above, illustrates Mary’s move into and out of leadership. While
Mary was quick to notice and defer to the socio-emotional expertise of counselors when
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“sorting out the details,” she was also quick to point out a piece that lies within the
administrative or legal domain; an area where she, as a principal, has a higher level of
accountability.

A structural consideration: 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 mandatory reporter laws that
require teachers to report suspected child abuse. Kay said, “It was extremely well
thought through. We labored over each section to get the perspective and the wording
just right, trying to make it user friendly for teachers, paraprofessionals, and
administrators, and trying to develop the recording process as a tool.” Noting Kay’s
emphasis on how well thought through the document was, I followed up by asking
what she thought of the fact that the BPAC had recently decided to remove the protocol
from the district 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
recording[1], I have a lot of experience with how that works and doesn’t work, so I was
watching and observing how we were paralleling that process. With 51A and B there is a
mandate, and now there is with bullying. Just as with a 51A, everything is documented even if
it doesn’t go to a full investigation. It’s kept in a file where it is reserved and unless there are
further incidences down the road. You can create protocols where you get a whole picture over
time, versus ones that just look at a snapshot in the present time. I think we got at how to
address bullying, because the process attempts to be cumulative over time. The other thing
was how to track a student from second grade to sixth grade then tenth grade. It is important
for the system to know about a student’s entire story. 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 is fifth grade to sixth grade or eighth to ninth. But often we’re operating as if there
is 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. According to Spillane “these
stable practices are inventions, and frequently they wear out, are redesigned, or
reinvented over time.” This finding suggests that when designing new artifacts,
evolution should be expected if not encouraged.

The indirect nature of some structural considerations
As a structural consideration, member experience influences leadership practice in an
indirect manner. Kay’s prior experience with state mandatory reporter laws and her work
in the DA’s office points to additional outside structures that influenced the leadership
practice of the BPAC. Kay said, “I do a lot of work with 51A and B recording, I have a lot
of experience with how that works and doesn’t work, so I was watching and observing
how we were paralleling that process.” By watching and observing through the lens of
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her experience, the likelihood that our reporting tool was influenced by Kay’s experience
(documenting of prior incidents for future use being the prime example) is strong.

These findings suggest that foreknowledge of 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 organizations facing complex problems.

Revising the reporting protocol: the school committee member
In the third year of the BPAC, I was asked to meet with the superintendent and a
member of the school committee to discuss the bullying policy. During the meeting, the
school committee member presented me with a number of detailed revisions he believed
would improve our policy. I agreed to review each of the recommendations with the
BPAC during an upcoming meeting and to report back with my findings.

The first reading. At the meeting, each member of the BPAC was given a copy of the
reporting protocol document and the school committee member’s recommended revisions.
An open unstructured discussion followed. This first discussion of the recommended
revisions remained informal and we agreed to return to the subject at our next meeting.

The second reading. At our second meeting, members worked in pairs to assess one
section of the protocol before reporting-out to the full BPAC (a think-pair-share
protocol). After hearing from each group, the full BPAC discussed and debated whether
to accept, modify, or reject the recommendations of the school committee member.
I noted the results and explained my plan to share our collective response to the
recommendations with the superintendent and school committee. One year later,
during interviews, I asked the BPAC how they felt about this process. The section that
follows highlights the members’ recollection.

One year later: recalling the process. During the interviews, nine of the ten
participants expressed some level of irritation with the involvement of a school
committee member when asked to recall the revision process. Irritation ranged from
“it didn’t make sense” to “it seemed inappropriate for a school committee member to be
giving revisions on some of the topics.” One recommendation that was questioned by
all BPAC members was to replace the word target with victim in the following line from
the reporting protocol: interview the target victim first, then the aggressor. The school
committee member felt the word target was not specific enough, and that victim more
accurately described the situation. The BPAC disagreed, arguing that by using the
word victim, there is an assumption of guilt. Another example of a change that was
rejected by the committee was the recommendation to replace the word adult with the
words responsible school administrator in the following statement: the responsible
school administrator should decide the seriousness of reported or witnessed incident.
Children who are victims or perpetrators should be not making those judgments.
The BPAC disagreed – recalling that the protocol was intended to be used by teachers,
staff, and aides – first responders in a bullying situation, not necessarily an
administrator. It was designed to be a meta-cognitive script for adults, to help
differentiate between bullying and conflict on the playground, for example. The school
committee member assumed the protocol served a different purpose and thus he made
the recommendation. There was a disconnect between the formal authority of the
school committee and the expertise of the BPAC.
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The fluidity of leadership
Leadership, from a distributed perspective 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 vice-versa. This suggests that leadership
is perhaps more fluid than previously theorized. When I first met with school committee
member and the superintendent to discuss the proposed changes, the school
committee member became the leader and I became the follower. In that moment,
the superintendent also became a follower. To vet the requested revisions with the full
BPAC, I selected a think-pair-share protocol. I chose the protocol because of my
experience using the tool and my belief that it would more effectively elicit the
unadulterated opinions of the entire group more effectively than an unstructured round
table discussion. In this way, my 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 also assumed by the situation at different points throughout the process. The
BPAC had labored over the reporting protocol and 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 effect, took on a leadership role.

The role of the bullying law
When asked to compare the bullying initiative to other school-wide reform efforts
currently underway, 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:

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. The accountability is
less public. Even though you do have this law that says you have to do these things, the
reality is we don’t have test scores on bullying. We don’t have to go before school committee
and explain what we plan to do about it. We are not held accountable in the same kind of way.
You are held accountable if you don’t do something about it as opposed to the constant
accountability of reaching goals or not [MCAS], 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.

In Merton, competing demands for time coupled with a less public type of
accountability influenced how anti-bullying curriculum was ultimately delivered. 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, we integrate it [bullying prevention] into other things
[other disciplines]. It gets integrated around a book, because we are also working with
literacy, which is great. It makes the experience rich, but that’s how it [bullying curriculum]
gets to stay at the table. Bullying doesn’t get time to implement some other more effective

86

JEA
54,1

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 D

oc
to

r 
A

la
n 

C
ro

n 
A

t 0
5:

54
 1

0 
A

pr
il 

20
16

 (
PT

)



programs like the establishment of a strong mentoring program or creating opportunities for
students to dialogue and work through issues. So unless it can fit neatly into the existing
structure of school, it’s not going to fit. There’s still that tension there, in terms of trying to be
part of the regular program.

Analysis of my role as a participant-observer
I played a dual role throughout this study. Because I was a vice principal as well as the
Chair of the BPAC, I was a leader-researcher or a participant-observer. Given this dual
role, 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 it I kept an ongoing record of
my experiences, reactions and attempted to track my emerging awareness of any
assumptions or biases that arose during the process. Although I served as a vice
principal and the chair of the BPAC long before I conceived of this study, it is possible
that a significant part of the story of the BPAC was influenced by me, by my actions,
and perhaps more importantly, by my beliefs. A number of members made comments
about my role during the interviews. When asked to describe the biggest challenges
facing the BPAC, one respondent said:

Well, the most obvious one is that you’re leaving. That’s clearly the biggest challenge. You’re our
leader. Whenever the leader leaves that’s a problem, so that’s number one. That pretty much
drives everything else. You don’t see many committees stick around for three years so we are kind
of at a crossroads right now. If someone doesn’t grab the reins now we will most likely disappear.

Another question I asked each member was who do you see as the leaders on the
BPAC? One member responded, “Not including you”? I replied “you can include me if
you want,” and she went on to say:

So […] definitely you, but I think your influence is both in terms of position, and I don’t mean
vice principal position, I mean sort of the leader, […] you are the poster child for bullying,
I mean that in a good way (laughter). When people say what’s Merton doing about bullying,
people respond, ask [authors name]. So you’re sort of the face of the initiative.

When I approached the Merton Superintendent about starting the BPAC, my
motivation for the request was not completely selfless. I was aware of the forecast that
a bullying law was pending and that a law would create a need. At this time, I was
working in earnest to enhance my candidacy as a high school principal and was aware
of the leadership opportunity this pending need might create. And while I could not
anticipate the enormous wave of public and political pressure that followed the passage
of the law in May of 2010, there is no doubt that this “problem” presented me with an
opportunity to practice leadership in ways my role as a vice principal did not while
allowing me to study leadership in an interesting and unique way.

I have come to believe that effective formal leaders in hierarchical organizations are
actively mindful of the negative effect their physical presence and involvement can
ironically, have on organizational learning. Effective leaders seek ways to offset this
phenomenon so that “the quiet voice” of members can emerge and increase the likelihood
that members have opportunities to practice leadership. This goal transcends a desire to
re-distribute work or 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.
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The role of the formal leader then becomes to pose carefully framed questions,
strategically establish goals and deadlines, and coach and support members as they
co-labor to solve problems they deeply care about. In the case of the BPAC, I used
meeting protocols to access “the quiet voice,” delegated responsibilities wherever
possible, and challenged members to step out of their comfort zones by collecting
information and bringing work to the table each time the BPAC met.

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. Then we
did the survey and I remember thinking the surveys were a big deal. We were trying to figure
out how teachers defined bullying.

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 established there was not a common definition of bullying among the adults
in Merton. The situation is now becoming clearer. As the situation became 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. 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 other situations 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. One demands publicly viewed accountability and the other does not.
Table III outlines a number of structural aspects of the situation in the case of the BPAC
and the various forms of clarification required.

Whether or not the structural considerations above were identified or not, they did
influence leadership practice. By identifying these structures, 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
The primary purpose of the case of the BPAC was to understand how members of the
BPAC practiced leadership during the implementation of a district bullying prevention
plan. As previously stated, used analytically, distributed leadership theory assumes
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there is no right or wrong, better or worse pattern of leadership. However, what the
case of the BPAC does suggest is that leadership tends to distribute, that it wants to
distribute. When people in an organization come together to address a problem of
mutual concern, leadership will naturally emerge.

The case of the BPAC also suggests that 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 BPAC member Katrina, who
developed a one-page primer that was adopted and implemented as a tool for adults
throughout the district. As a middle school adjustment counselor, Katrina’s day-to-day
responsibilities require her to work with students primarily in one-on-one settings or in
small groups. As a member of the BPAC, Katrina leveraged her expertise to design a
tool that potentially influenced the behavior of nearly 4,000 students and 600 adults.
Katrina’s work and the case of the BPAC are examples of the potential resources
uncovered 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 examine their personal
capacity to create opportunities for followers to become leaders, especially in areas where
organizational capacity is limited or isolated. I suspect that without the BPAC, 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.

Note
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.

Structural considerations
Immovable
or flexible

Changes with
time or fixed

Clear or
murky

Public or private
accountability

State law Inflexible Public
Interpretations: i.e. district legal counsel
who provide policy language

Inflexible Private

Programs: i.e. French immersion, special
education

Changes with
time

Public

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

Changes with
time

Murky

District goals: i.e. raising MCAS scores Flexible by
building

Changes with
time

Public

Budget: i.e. stipends Inflexible Public
Facilities: i.e. only one of four elementary
schools house program for autistic children

Inflexible

Experience: i.e. Kay’s experiences Changes with
time

Murky

Table III.
Structural

considerations and
corresponding

clarification
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