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1. Introduction to the Selected Research Paper and Topic
The selected research paper for this report is ‘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 2023 in the British Journal of Educational Psychology. This study examines issues related to school attendance among children in primary education, referred to as school attendance problems (SAPs) in England following the COVID-19 pandemic by examining the experiences of parents and education professionals. Its aim is to identify the factors contributing to attendance difficulties and recommend practical interventions to improve support for children and families (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
School attendance is closely linked to children's educational achievement, mental wellbeing and future social outcomes. Persistent absence increases the risk of poor academic performance, social exclusion and emotional difficulties, making early intervention essential (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Although the research is conducted within an educational setting, it has clear relevance to UK health and social care because children experiencing anxiety or Special Educational Needs (SEN) often require support from specialist support services, including CAMHS, educational psychologists and organisations that offer assistance to families (Huang and Ougrin, 2021).
The research topic was developed in response to the increase in school attendance difficulties after the COVID-19 pandemic. Previous research mainly reported attendance rates but provided limited understanding of families' and professionals' experiences. Therefore, the authors used qualitative research to explore why attendance problems occurred, how they affected families and what support could improve outcomes (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
The study included parents and professionals supporting children with school attendance problems (SAPs), highlighting the importance of collaborative, family-centred care. These findings are relevant to UK health and social care because they support multi-agency working to improve children's mental wellbeing, school attendance and long-term outcomes (Cunningham, Harvey and Waite, 2022; McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).


2. Study Purpose and Research Question
The study focused on understanding school attendance problems (SAPs) experienced by children in primary education across England during the post-COVID-19 period by examining the experiences of parents and education professionals (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). The researchers addressed three questions: (1) What factors contribute to school attendance problems? (2) How do parents and professionals respond to these difficulties? (3) What support and interventions are needed to improve outcomes? Answering these questions provides evidence to support early intervention, family-centred care and collaborative practice within UK health and social care services (Cunningham, Harvey and Waite, 2022).
3. Assessment of the Methods Used in the Study
3.1 Research Approaches
Quantitative research relies on measurable data that are examined through statistical procedures to evaluate patterns, associations and variations across different variables. It is commonly conducted using questionnaires, experiments or existing datasets and is useful for measuring the prevalence or effectiveness of interventions (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). Rather than relying on numerical data, qualitative research examines how individuals perceive and experience different situations. Through interviews, focus groups and observations, it produces detailed insights that help researchers understand complex social and healthcare phenomena. (Braun et al., 2021). By incorporating both numerical analysis and qualitative evidence, mixed-methods research enables researchers to explore a topic from multiple perspectives. This approach combines statistical results with participants' lived experiences to produce a more balanced understanding of the research problem. (Creswell and Creswell, 2023).
3.2 Identifying the Research Method Used
The selected study adopted a qualitative research design because its primary aim was to gain insight into the experiences and viewpoints of parents and education professionals regarding school attendance problems following the COVID-19 pandemic (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Although the researchers collected information using both online surveys and semi-structured interviews, the data gathered consisted of participants' written and verbal responses rather than numerical measurements. Therefore, the study should be classified as qualitative research. This approach was appropriate because understanding the emotional, social and practical challenges faced by families required detailed personal accounts rather than statistical analysis. The findings enabled the researchers to identify common themes and practical recommendations for improving support services, demonstrating how qualitative research can inform evidence-based practice within UK health and social care settings (Cunningham, Harvey and Waite, 2022).
3.3 Primary and Secondary Data Collection	
Primary data involve information obtained first-hand from participants, allowing researchers to address the aims of a particular investigation, whereas secondary data are obtained from existing sources such as published articles, reports or official databases (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). The selected study used primary data by collecting first-hand information from parents and professionals through online surveys and interviews (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Using primary data allowed the researchers to obtain current, detailed evidence that reflected participants' real experiences, making the findings directly relevant to improving health and social care practice.
3.4 Data Collection Process	
The researchers collected primary qualitative data using a two-phase sequential design. In Phase One, online qualitative surveys were distributed to 48 participants. The participant group consisted of 29 parents of children in primary education who were affected by school attendance problems (SAPs), as well as 19 education and mental health professionals, including Educational Psychologists, EMHPs, SENCOs, headteachers and attendance officers. The surveys consisted of open-ended questions intended to understand participants' perspectives and experiences, the factors contributing to SAPs and the effectiveness of existing support services (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
Following the analysis of the survey responses, Phase Two involved semi-structured interviews with 22 participants, including 10 parents and 12 professionals. The research team completed interviews remotely using either telephone or Zoom. Sessions typically continued for 45–60 minutes, and, after receiving participants' consent, the recordings were transcribed in full to facilitate data analysis. Participants were recruited through schools, social media, educational psychology services and professional networks using purposive sampling, ensuring that everyone had direct experience of SAPs. Before data collection, informed consent was obtained, confidentiality and anonymity were maintained, and ethical principles were followed throughout the study (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). This structured process enabled the researchers to collect rich, first-hand information and develop practical recommendations for improving support within UK health and social care services.
3.5 Data Analysis
The data obtained from participants were analysed using Framework Method of thematic analysis, a systematic approach commonly used in qualitative health research (Gale et al., 2013). The researchers first familiarised themselves with the survey responses and interview transcripts before developing an initial coding framework. Similar codes were organised into categories and developed into broader themes, which were reviewed and interpreted to identify consistent patterns across participants' experiences (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). This analysis identified three overarching themes: factors contributing to school attendance problems, responses from families and professionals, and priorities for future support. The Framework Method ensured a transparent and organised analysis while preserving participants' perspectives, thereby increasing the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings.
3.6 Critical Evaluation of the Research Methods
The qualitative approach effectively explored stakeholders' experiences and generated credible findings. Although the sample lacked diversity, the study provides valuable evidence for promoting early intervention, family-centred care and multi-agency collaboration (Cunningham, Harvey and Waite, 2022; McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
Section 4: Conclusion
This report presents a critical evaluation of the research by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023), which explored the experiences of primary school children in England affected by school attendance problems (SAPs) following the COVID-19 public health crisis. It identified the study's aim, research questions and qualitative methodology, explaining how original data were obtained from participants using online surveys alongside semi-structured interviews and analysed using the Framework Method of thematic analysis. The findings emphasised that early intervention and collaborative working are essential for addressing school attendance problems and improving outcomes for children (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023; Cunningham, Harvey and Waite, 2022).
Preparing this report has improved my knowledge of research literacy and reinforced the need to critically assess research evidence instead of accepting conclusions without thorough analysis. I have developed a better understanding of research aims, qualitative research methods, primary data collection and thematic data analysis. These skills will support my future academic work by helping me assess the quality and relevance of research before applying it in assignments or professional practice.
From a health and social care perspective, this report has strengthened my commitment to evidence-based practice. These research skills will support informed decision-making and help me provide ethical, person-centred care in my future career (Creswell and Creswell, 2023).
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