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Abstract: 
Undergraduate students, and their universities, benefit from research experiences 

that involve community partners in a position to use undergraduate research and to help 
students apply their academic skills. Ideally, those partners would also have a 
demonstrable need for the mobilization or creation of particular forms of knowledge. We 
argue that undergraduate research experiences with school parent advisory councils 
provide an excellent example of a meaningful undergraduate research experience 
particular to the liberal arts. We summarize the research on the value of undergraduate 
research experiences, discuss the nature of parent advisory councils, and the research 
needs we see in those councils. 
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Introduction 
Undergraduate students, and their universities, benefit from research experience. 

The most meaningful experiences, we argue, involve community partners in a position 
to use undergraduate research and to help students apply their academic skills. Ideally, 
those partners would also have a demonstrable need for the mobilization or creation of 
particular forms of knowledge. In this paper we argue that undergraduate research 
experiences [URE] with school parent advisory councils provide an excellent example of 
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a meaningful undergraduate research experience particular to the liberal arts. We will 
begin by summarizing the research on the value of undergraduate research 
experiences. We will then discuss the origin and nature of parent advisory councils, and 
the nature of the research needs we see in those councils. We will conclude with a 
discussion of the natural and powerful links, found in our particular example, between 
the need for more expansive provision of UREs and the need for more research in 
service of parental advisory councils. We begin with the expansion, and value, of 
undergraduate research experiences. 

The value of undergraduate research 
Historically, student research has been conducted primarily in graduate programs, 

rather than in undergraduate programs (Kierniesky, 2005). There has, in the past twenty 
years, been a movement to offer more intensive undergraduate research experiences. 
This reflects both increasing expectations among graduate institutions for well-trained 
applicants, and a shift in the way undergraduate teaching is conceived. As a result, 
“during the past 15 years, undergraduate research has gained increasing prominence” 
(Webber, Nelson Laird, & BrckaLorenz 2013, 227). One study (Kierniesky, 2005) found 
that since 1983 both the number of projects being conducted and the number of schools 
conducting them have increased dramatically. The opening of access to URE for all 
students is, in other words, in progress (Carter, Mandell & Manton 2009). 

As this shift has occurred, a parallel movement to make URE more meaningful has 
followed. Most importantly, forms of URE that involve close collaboration and authorship 
have been advanced (see Chang, 2005). This stands in stark contrast to “the ‘graduate 
slave’ model, [in which] students are put to work, performing time-consuming routine 
tasks that [professors] prefer not to do” (p. 338). While much of the research collected 
for this analysis focused on STEM fields (see Webber, Nelson Laird & BrckaLorenz, 
2013), URE can take place across the disciplines, and can be both conventionally 
academic and activist in nature (Lopatto, 2006). We will, in the course of this analysis, 
argue that parent advisory councils are one useful example of the power of this kind of 
experience in the liberal arts. 

When compared to their inexperienced counterparts, “experienced researchers 
demonstrated distinct cognitive, personal, interpersonal, and professional differences” 
(Thiry et al. 2012, p. 271). More specifically, improvements in problem solving, 
presentation skills, critical thinking, teamwork, lab technique, knowledge synthesis, 
responsibility, increased academic achievement and persistence, and a deeper 
understanding of real word problems, were among the most prominent benefits cited 
(Webber, Nelson Laird, & BrckaLorenz, 2013; Russell, Hancock & McCullough, 2007; 
Zhan, 2004; Lopatto, 2006; Thiry et al., 2012). Gains in personal development were also 
reported, “including the growth of self-confidence, independence, tolerance for 
obstacles, interest in the discipline, and sense of accomplishment”, as well as an 
“[increased] understanding of one’s self and one’s capabilities” (Lopatto, 2006, p. 23).  

Furthermore, gains in understanding of the process of research were reported 
(88%), as well as increased confidence in research skills (83%) (Russell, Hancock and 
McCullough, 2007). Tracy Johnson, a former URE participant at the University of 
California, said of her experience; “When I was in the lab, it was like the world opened 
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up. I understood what the process was. I learned you could create new knowledge” 
(Smaglik 2015, p. 127). Johnson went on to state that this experience was a central one 
on the road to obtaining a Ph.D. 

A common denominator in successful undergraduate research experiences is the 
mentorship and increased student-faculty interaction which accompanies it, with 
benefits apparent for both students and faculty. Faculty leading URE report an increase 
in the quality of their work life, and positive trends in faculty turnover have been cited 
(Webber, Nelson Liard & BrckaLorenz, 2013). For students, mentorship was found to 
provide a wide array of positive effects, and “higher levels of mentorship and support 
appear to shape students’ goals and expectations regarding their education” (Eagen et 
al., 2013, p. 708). A positive correlation was also noted between student effort and 
positive benefits experienced (Russell, Hancock & McCullough, 2007), and it was found 
that the intensity of the program impacted the benefits experienced (Carter, Mandell & 
Maton, 2009). Within the mentorship process students are sometimes “encouraged to 
consult relevant experts anywhere in the world” (Chang, 2005, p. 391), making URE an 
opportunity for students to network in their fields, as well as practice academic etiquette. 
Mentorship has the unique quality of allowing students to network within their field, 
“allowing them to be recognised as an important part of the scholarly community” 
(Carter, Mandell & Maton 2009, p. 443).  

UREs also benefit the institutions that house them. Increased student retention has 
been broadly cited (see Eagen et al., 2013; Carter, Mandell & Maton, 2013; Thiry, et al., 
2013; Webber, Nelson Liard & BrckaLorenz, 2013), as well the aforementioned positive 
trends in faculty turnover (Webber, Nelson Liard & BrckaLorenz, 2013). Benefits for 
school curriculum have also been found, with one study (Zhan, 2014) citing “input from 
students [as] crucial to the success of any curriculum improvement effort” (p. 37). 

Studies have also found URE to be responsible for an increased interest in 
enrollment in graduate school (see Eagen et al., 2013; Carter, Mandell & Maton, 2013; 
Webber, Nelson Liard & BrckaLorenz, 2013; Russell, Hancock & McCullough, 2007). 
Mentorship, as well as increased faculty interaction, were cited to be the main reasons 
for this increase in enrollment. Students who participate in UREs “have significantly 
greater likelihoods of reporting aspirations to enroll in graduate or professional 
programs” (Eagen et al. 2013, p. 688), and “feeling supported and mentored by faculty 
seems to represent an important type of social network that provides students with the 
guidance necessary for making decisions about post baccalaureate study” (Eagen, et 
al., 2013, p. 707). Following the support and experience URE provides them with, 
students can choose to further their formal education through graduate study with a 
greater awareness of what it will be like (Russell, Hancock & McCullough, 2007), or, 
may alternatively benefit from career path support as they complete their undergraduate 
degree (Carter, Mandell & Manton, 2009; Eagen et al., 2013; Lopatto, 2006). 

With demonstrated benefits in student critical thinking, skill development, student 
retention, staff turnover, and increased interest in post baccalaureate study, UREs 
deserve a central role in undergraduate education. It has, thus, been argued that 
“officials who wish to maximise student success should continue to invest resources in 
[UREs]” (Webber, Nelson Laird, & BrckaLorenz, 2013, p. 244). These investments, 
while important, are insufficient. What is required is a combination of institutional 
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investment and partnership with the people and problems outside of the higher 
education community. It is in this union of research and community engagement that we 
argue the most meaningful and impactful undergraduate research experiences occur. 
We are, thus, especially interested in understanding what forms of partnership produce 
mutually beneficial UREs. One particularly strong example of an instance in which 
undergraduate researchers can both experience meaningful research, and serve and 
learn from their communities, can be found in the parent advisory councils of the British 
Columbian K-12 schooling system. After a brief explanation of the origin and nature of 
these councils, we will proceed to demonstrate the need for more extensive institution-
community partnership in this area. 

Parent advisory councils 
It is no accident that, today, “literature regarding school governance restructuring is 

impregnated with terminology such as accountability, site-based management, school-
based planning, local voice, and decentralization” (Preston, 2008, p. 68). Since the 
widespread adoption of site-based management principles in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, the practice of creating more localised school decision-making bodies has been 
nearly universal in the English speaking world (though the movement is by no means 
restricted to English speaking countries – see Khan, 2006) (Leithwood, Jantzi & 
Steinbach, 1999). Starting in large American districts (such as Chicago) in the 1980s 
(Preston, 2009), and quickly spreading across all Canadian provinces and territories 
between 1995 and 2006 (Preston, 2008), it has been commonly assumed that local 
communities should be more involved in school governance than had previously been 
the case. 

Such bodies take a number of forms, but broadly conform to one of two types. The 
first, is the “parent organization” (Brooke & Hancock, 2000, p. 260), which might take 
the form of a parent-teacher association, parent organization or, as is the case in 
contemporary British Columbia, a Parent Advisory Council (British Columbia School Act, 
1996). The central characteristic of such bodies is that they are dominated by parents 
themselves. 

The second category is the “school community council” (Preston 2011, p. 197), 
which is similar to a “school site council” (Shatkin and Gershberg, 2007, p. 583), or, in 
British Columbia, a school planning council. This category is defined, as the name 
would suggest, by the broader participation of community members. Within the British 
Columbian context, Bill 11 (2015) removed all School Act provisions regarding school 
planning councils and returned the province to a parent organization model. Today, 
direct democratic participation in schools in British Columbia is, therefore, primarily 
associated with the various levels of parent advisory councils (school, district, and 
provincial).  

Parental involvement in schools can itself be split into two categories. The first is 
direct involvement in a child’s education through at-home support, volunteering in 
classrooms and other directly pedagogical activities. While we draw on certain aspects 
of this parental engagement literature we do not focus on this form of involvement. We, 
instead, focus on democratic governance in the schooling system. We will, for sake of 
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convenience, refer to this as parental engagement through parent advisory councils 
[PACs] (though many of our sources use different terms). 

The most politically salient argument for parental engagement through PACs has its 
roots in the 1990s political movement towards site-based management. If decision-
making was pushed to the most local level possible, it was thought, better decisions and 
greater accountability would result (see Parker & Leithwood, 2000). The PAC would 
become an additional policy actor within the school system, one that “initiates, 
implements, and monitors basic changes in the school structure” (Friedel, 1999, p. 140). 
This would bring a new and more responsive perspective to school decision-making 
than centralised educational bureaucracies could. 

While this responsiveness argument pertains primarily to increased accountability, 
there is also a (less politically controversial) argument in favor of local decision making 
through PACs and other similar bodies – namely, that they support local democracy and 
direct participation in community development. This argument has been traced as far 
back as Dewey’s foundational writing on democracy and schooling (see Preston, 2008). 
Participatory bodies like PACs can serve as key partners for school boards in local 
democratic deliberation (Booi, 2000), can encourage citizens to become engaged with 
other issues in their community (Shatkin and Gershberg, 2007), and more engaged in 
other activities at the school itself (Christie, 2005). Decentralised decision-making, writ 
large, has “the potential to enable community participation and inclusiveness, hallmarks 
of democracy” (Preston, 2009, p. 38). 

Our chief interest is in supporting this second source of PAC value – grassroots 
democracy. Across the Western world parent organizations have been shifting away 
from the token forms of participation that once dominated their activities (Preston & 
Stelmach, 2008). PACs have shifted from being groups that largely performed 
fundraising (Odynski, 1999) and organised social events (Brooke & Hancock, 2000), to 
much promoted sources of democratic value. This value can only be realised, however, 
under certain conditions. 

Obstacles to meaningful PAC participation 
The obstacles parents face in fostering meaningful participation through PACs are 

varied. Traditionally, researchers have identified political or ideological tension, 
confusion about roles, attendance and recruitment, training, access to information, 
(Leithwood, Jantzi & Steinbach, 1999) and unsupportive staff and administration 
(Parker, 1999). Examining these obstacles one quickly notes that knowledge (either 
through training, provision of information about roles, or access to information) is one of 
the key variables in the democratic health of parent councils. 

Schools are complex social entities, and making sound policy decisions about them 
requires broad and detailed understanding of a wide range of political, legal, 
pedagogical, sociological and financial concepts and practices (among others). It is 
widely recognised that parents, with only a few hours a month to dedicate to 
organizations like PACs, cannot reasonably be expected to collect and assess such a 
wide scope of research and policy literature (Nygaard, 2010). Responsible decision-
making, of course, requires just that. This contradiction is one parents recognise 
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(Odynski, 1999), and it leads to the common complaint that meaningful PAC 
participation places an undue burden on the time of busy parents (Leithwood, Jantzi & 
Steinbach, 1999). It has been argued, for instance, that the expectations placed on 
parents are much better suited to employees rather than volunteers (Preston & 
Stelmach, 2008). Even when parents dedicate much of their time to PAC activities, the 
transitory nature of their participation (their children will eventually leave the school) 
means that such time investment is of temporary value. 

Should a parent defy the odds (as many British Columbian parents regularly do), 
they still face institutional knowledge obstacles in the form of the divide between 
educators and parents. Parents are generally assumed to be less informed about 
educational issues than teachers (Lumby, 2007), and this prejudice is often accepted by 
parent-participants themselves (see Preston & Stelmach 2008). Parental voice, thus 
contrasted with the more privileged professional voice, is disadvantaged. This 
disadvantaged position is, according to international research, exacerbated by class 
division. While even middle-class parents find their knowledge under-valued, working-
class parents see an even more profound devaluing (Brook & Hancock, 2000), leading 
to a kind of the-teacher-knows-best resignation. 

To make matters more challenging, the time pressure noted above is also more 
severe for less privileged parents. In general, parental participation in school is linked to 
time availability, and single parents have less time (Turney & Kao, 2009). American 
research has found, further, that this inequality extends to race as well as class, with 
white middle class families being more “visibly” involved than are less privileged 
demographic groups (Smith, Wohlstetter, Ally Kuzin & De Pedro 2011, p. 73). From a 
sociological perspective, these patterns make sense. It has long been argued that the 
lack of symbolic and cultural capital possessed by disadvantaged groups makes 
participation in school decision-making difficult (Martinez-Casio, 2010). School systems 
are complex institutional networks that use technical language, rely on certain cultural 
assumptions, and generally reflect socially and politically dominant groups. This effect is 
perhaps most obvious in the obstacles faced by Aboriginal parents, who must struggle 
not only with the professional knowledge gap all parents face, but also with ongoing 
structural and cultural discrimination (Friedel, 1999).  

We have thus arrived at a central problem of educational governance. We expect 
parent advisory councils to be meaningful democratic participants in school reform, but 
we have not yet devised mechanisms through which those parents (particularly those 
parents from disadvantaged backgrounds) can be reasonably expected to meet the 
knowledge and time requirements of that role. The solution, in many international cases, 
is intervention by third party, non-profit organizations (Shatkin & Gershberg, 2007; 
Martinez-Casio, 2010; Christie, 2005). Universities in search of undergraduate research 
experiences, we suggest, might also fill this role. 

Meaningful UREs and local educational governance 
Given that there is a well-established need for policy and pedagogical research in 

parent advisory councils, a strong prima facie argument exists that UREs designed to 
provide research to parent groups represent a significant opportunity for undergraduate 
students, universities and parents. Given the political, sociological, developmental and 
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deliberative nature of educational governance, this opportunity is especially well suited 
to liberal arts students. This is particularly interesting when one recognises that much of 
the literature on UREs focuses on STEM fields, and that much of the value of this 
practice for the liberal arts remains unexplored. It has been suggested, for instance, that 
political science educators design their essay assignments to simulate the creation of 
white papers so as to better prepare students for one of the main activities of policy 
analysts (Collins, Gibbs Knotts & Schiff, 2012). Why, to extend the notion, would those 
students not build those white papers in conjunction with stakeholders in a position to 
act on them? Why would they not, to be precise, ask a parent advisory council what sort 
of policy questions and research needs they have, and then proceed to serve those 
needs? 

The answer is, of course, that not every class and assignment can be so elaborately 
linked to community needs. UREs require planning, supervision and engagement that 
cannot reasonably be provided for each learning outcome a given institution seeks to 
foster. This, however, does not mean that a student shouldn’t have at least one 
experience of this sort during their undergraduate education. Given the common desire 
to link liberal arts programs more explicitly to workplace contexts (AACU, 2002), the 
inclusion of a URE linked to organizations like parent advisory councils is potentially 
highly impactful. A student, on meeting with a particular parent advisory council, may 
decide with that council that there is a need for more research on an upcoming change 
to school bathroom policies (around, for example, the provision of gender neutral 
washroom space for students). That student could then undertake a formal academic 
literature review of the political, sociological and educational thought on that issue and 
then discuss what that research means in the specific context of the school. In 
conventional terms, this is a form of knowledge mobilization. In dialogue with the PAC 
itself, however, that student would come to co-create knowledge that draws on both 
academic literature and local contextual knowledge. 

This would provide precisely the sort of meaningful context that the URE literature 
encourages. Rather than merely producing a term paper, to be filed and eventually 
thrown away, the student would be providing information to stakeholders that require it, 
and who are in a position to act on it. This could be approached in a conventional 
academic fashion, or as a piece of overt activism, as noted previously in our discussion 
of Lopatto (2006). The issues those stakeholders face are often complex, and, 
therefore, serve as a useful example of the “real world” complexity UREs are meant to 
engage. Issues such as the provision of gender-neutral washroom spaces involve a 
wide range of stakeholders with dramatically differing views and backgrounds. Those 
stakeholders, and the educators they interact with, also represent a tremendous 
networking opportunity for undergraduate students interested in community activism, 
policymaking and education. 

Conclusion 
In this paper we have argued that undergraduate research experiences are an 

important aspect of undergraduate education, and that more attention needs to be paid 
to them. Such experiences are most meaningful when connected to real community 
needs. Parent advisory councils provide a powerful illustration of both the benefit to the 
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community, and the benefit to the student, that UREs may provide. We conclude that 
UREs conducted through such partnerships offer a compelling addition to liberal arts 
programs.  
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