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[bookmark: _Toc203606109]Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
[bookmark: _Toc203606110]1.1 Paper Details A multiple stakeholder qualitative study with parents and professionals, written by McDonald, Lester and Michelson, and published in 2022.
This report critically examines a research paper entitled “‘She didn’t know how to go back’: School attendance problems in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic—A multiple stakeholder qualitative study with parents and professionals”, written by McDonald, Lester and Michelson, and published in 2022 in the British Journal of Educational Psychology.
[bookmark: _Toc203606111]1.2 Main Topic or Problem Explored in the Paper
The article explores school attendance issues (SAPs) among primary-aged children during and after the COVID-19 pandemic and how pandemic-specific pressures, including health anxiety and disrupted routines, combined with underlying vulnerabilities, such as special educational needs (SEN) and anxiety. A multiple-stakeholder design was strategically selected to be able to compare parent and professional accounts, which enhances the validity of the results over and above single-perspective research, but also implies that the paper will not provide an objective confirmed attendance results but rather report perceptions.
[bookmark: _Toc203606112]1.3 Who Is the Research About?
Participants were parents (nearly all mothers) of children with attendance problems and professionals, such as headteachers, educational psychologists and attendance officers, all of Sussex. The combination of these groups is an authentic strength, since it reveals areas of agreement and disagreement, such as whether non-attendance is a manifestation of parental choice, or real child anxiety. The possibility of recruiting only one region and only mothers, however, constrains the extrapolation of the results to other regions of the UK, fathers and more ethnically diverse groups.

[bookmark: _Toc203606113]1.4 Why Is This Topic Important in UK Health and Social Care?
Absence is a pressing UK issue: 17.79% of students continued to be absent in autumn 2024/25 (Department for Education, 2025), and children with a likely mental health issue are much more prone to lack significant schooling compared to their peers (Newlove-Delgado et al., 2023). Such findings are of practical importance to schools, educational psychologists, mental health practitioners, social workers and local authority family support services because they need to determine whether to intervene using pastoral support or statutory routes or safeguarding referrals, but the limited sample used to derive qualitative insights makes the application of findings to national policy cautious.

[bookmark: _Toc203606114]Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question

[bookmark: _Toc203606115]2.1 Research Question(s) or Objectives
The researchers sought to learn what factors led to SAPs in the pandemic, what formal and informal support families had received and how effective it had been, and what additional interventions might be feasibly enacted. The qualitative design was quite suitable to these broad, exploratory goals, as they did not aim at determining the prevalence but explanation and meaning. But this framing implied that the study was able to detail the experience of stakeholders in terms of support without, in any quantifiable sense, determining which interventions were in fact most effective at increasing attendance.

[bookmark: _Toc203606116]Section 3: Understanding the Research Methods
[bookmark: _Toc203606117]3.1 Overview of Quantitative, Qualitative, and Mixed-Methods Research
Quantitative research quantifies numerically, generalisable data using structured methods like surveys or statistics, testing hypotheses using large sample sizes (Lim, 2025), whereas qualitative research is concerned with the meaning and experience in detail using non-numerical data (such as transcripts of interviews), and its priority lies in understanding over generalisability (Ayton, Tsindos and Berkovic, 2023). Mixed methods combine the two, which enables numerical patterns to be clarified by lived experience, but at the expense of more time, resources and analytical complexity (Kaur et al., 2019). In the case of the school attendance issues, qualitative research is perhaps the best primary method of research since attendance is influenced by emotional and relational variables that cannot be easily quantified; a pure quantitative research might have given the number of children who were absent and the duration, but would have failed to give the reasons as to why parents accommodate or the attributions of blame that are central to the objectives of this research. The study would have been further strengthened by a mixed-method design, e.g. school attendance registers with interviews, which would allow connecting stated experiences with objective attendance data and provide a more solid evidence base than either of the methods, but this would have taken a significant time and resource burden compared to a single qualitative project of this scale.


[bookmark: _Toc203606118]3.2 Research Methodology Used in Your Chosen Paper and Why
The qualitative design employed in the study was a two-phase design; open-ended surveys were conducted among 29 parents and 19 professionals, and the semi-structured interviews were conducted among 22 participants. Semi-structured interviews were suitable as it gave a degree of flexibility to explore sensitive issues like the distress of a child whilst ensuring that the main themes were covered by all participants; open-ended online surveys offered a viable, low cost means of accessing a large initial sample prior to interview. One of the strongest aspects of this design is that it was very in-depth in that it provided detailed and emotionally charged accounts that could not be captured in a questionnaire alone and the two phases were used so that the results of Phase 1 could help to hone the interview questions in Phase 2.
Nevertheless, the methodology is weak in several aspects. The sample size (29 and 19 Phase 1 participants) is not very large or representative, and all-mother parent sample is recruited through social media in one area, which could be prone to self-selection bias because parents who voiced their participation and those who got e-voucher incentives might have been specifically motivated or aggrieved and not representative of families experiencing SAPs on average. The qualitative results of this nature cannot be generalised statistically to the broader UK population and since thematic analysis relies on the interpretation of the researchers, results might be somewhat based on the professional experience of the lead researcher (former teacher) and this is where researcher bias can be introduced. The informed consent was documented and approved by a UK Research Ethics Committee, which further reinforces the notion that the rights of participants were not violated, however, the fact that financial vouchers were used as an incentive is also another factor that could have influenced who decided to participate, albeit indirectly.
[bookmark: _Toc203606119]3.3 Primary and Secondary Data: Definitions, Differences, and Application to Your Paper
Primary data is gathered directly as part of a particular study, and secondary data was initially gathered to serve another purpose and is reused in the future (Schneider et al., 2023). This research was based solely on primary data: Phase 1 was based on six-question online survey, and Phase 2 was based on 45-60 minutes interviews, recorded and transcribed verbatim. The two instruments were appropriate to a qualitative purpose, as neither of them dictated specific answer sets that the participants had to adhere to. A thematic framework analysis that is a systematic, clear process of familiarisation, indexing, charting and interpretation was used to analyse the data. This approach was suitable as it generates an audit trail between raw information and themes, which underpin the validity of the results. Reliability was also facilitated as the authors participated in frequent meetings to question each other on their interpretation, which is like investigator triangulation, but no independent second coder or participant member-checking was mentioned, implying that coding judgments were again largely dependent on the judgement of a small research team. Compared to conventional standards of quality, the study has a moderate level of credibility, due to its transparent structure of analysis of the framework and its multi-stakeholder structure, however, with a lower level of transferability, as the results of White British mothers and Sussex professionals might not be representative of the UK. It is also hard to determine reliability in qualitative work of this type since a different research group that coded the same transcripts may find somewhat different themes, but it is again an acknowledged fact of interpretive analysis and not a particular weakness of this paper but rather an aspect that readers should consider when implementing the results into practice.

[bookmark: _Toc203606120]Section 4: Conclusion
This report has critically analysed the qualitative study of SAPs in the COVID-19 by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2022) and discussed the topic of the paper, research questions, methodology, sampling and data handling. The qualitative and two-phase design in general was able to answer the exploratory research questions because it produced rich, stakeholder-informed explanations of the reasons why attendance issues were occurring and continuing which would not have been possible through a purely quantitative study. Its main advantages are its two-stakeholder approach, clear framework analysis and relevant ethical measures; its main weaknesses are limited sample size (mother only), geographical focus and self-selection bias, and lack of independent coding verification, which would limit its applicability of its results to other areas. The given limitations do not dismiss the value of the paper but imply that its findings should inform but not determine national practice and should preferably be validated using a larger or mixed methods follow-up study.
Writing this report has enhanced my skills in critically evaluating research instead of merely summarising it, especially in understanding how the sample characteristics, the researcher interpretation and analytical decisions contribute to the strength and applicability of the evidence. This evidence-based critical thinking type can be directly applied to further academic research and to professional health and social care practice where the skill to analyse the quality, credibility and applicability of research evidence is critical to safe, effective and person-centred decision making.
[bookmark: _Toc203606121]References
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