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Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
The selected research paper is titled '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. The study investigates school attendance problems (SAPs) among primary school children following the COVID-19 pandemic by examining the experiences of parents and education professionals and identifying practical strategies to improve school attendance (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
The research topic was developed because school attendance problems increased significantly after schools in England reopened following COVID-19 restrictions. The researchers recognised that although previous studies had linked poor attendance with lower educational achievement, mental health difficulties and poorer long-term outcomes, most research focused on secondary school pupils or used quantitative methods. Consequently, there was limited understanding of how younger children, their families and professionals experienced attendance difficulties during and after the pandemic. The study therefore aimed to provide detailed qualitative evidence to support future interventions (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Recent evidence also highlights that persistent school absence continues to be associated with poorer wellbeing and increased demand for education, health and social care services, reinforcing the importance of early intervention (Department for Education, 2024).
The research focuses on parents of primary school children experiencing school attendance problems and professionals working directly with these children in mainstream primary schools across Southern England. Participants included headteachers, class teachers, educational psychologists, Education Mental Health Practitioners (EMHPs), Special Educational Needs Coordinators (SENCOs) and Education Support, Behaviour and Attendance Service (ESBAS) officers, allowing the researchers to compare perspectives from families and professionals (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
This topic is highly relevant to UK health and social care because school attendance problems are often linked with anxiety, special educational needs (SEN), family stress and limited access to support services. The findings demonstrate that effective support requires collaboration between schools, families and community services, enabling earlier identification of problems and more coordinated, person-centred interventions that improve children's educational participation, emotional wellbeing and future outcomes (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023; Finning et al., 2023).
Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question
The primary purpose of this study was to understand how school attendance problems (SAPs) developed among primary school children following the COVID-19 pandemic and to identify effective community-based strategies to improve attendance. Specifically, the researchers investigated three questions: the factors contributing to SAPs during COVID-19; the formal and informal support available to affected families and its effectiveness; and additional interventions that could better support children and parents in the future (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). These objectives provide evidence to strengthen early intervention and collaborative practice within UK education, health and social care services.
Section 3: Understanding the Research Methods 
3.1 Understanding Research Approaches
Health and social care researchers select different research approaches depending on the type of information needed to answer their research question. Quantitative research involves collecting numerical data and applying statistical techniques to examine relationships, compare variables or evaluate the effectiveness of interventions. This approach enables researchers to produce objective and measurable findings that can often be generalised to larger populations (Gray and Grove, 2021). Qualitative research seeks to understand people's experiences, perspectives and social interactions within their natural settings. It uses methods such as interviews, focus groups and observations to generate detailed, descriptive data that provide deeper insights into complex health and social care issues (Merriam and Tisdell, 2022). Mixed-methods research combines quantitative and qualitative approaches within a single study to provide a more comprehensive understanding of a research problem. Integrating numerical findings with participants' experiences enables researchers to strengthen the validity of their conclusions and develop a richer interpretation of the evidence (Guetterman, Fetters and Creswell, 2023). Choosing the appropriate research approach is essential because it ensures that the data collected effectively addresses the research objectives and provides reliable evidence for practice within health and social care.
3.2 Research Method Used in the Selected Study
The selected study used a qualitative research approach because the researchers aimed to understand the personal experiences and perceptions of parents and education professionals regarding school attendance problems following the COVID-19 pandemic. Rather than measuring attendance rates using numerical data, the researchers wanted participants to describe the challenges they experienced, the support they received and the improvements they believed were necessary. To achieve this, they collected detailed responses through qualitative online surveys and semi-structured interviews, enabling participants to explain their experiences in their own words (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). This approach was appropriate because it generated rich, in-depth evidence that helped identify practical recommendations for improving collaboration between schools, families and support services.
3.3 Primary and Secondary Data
Primary data are original information collected directly by researchers for a specific study, whereas secondary data are obtained from existing sources such as published research articles, government reports or organisational databases (Polit and Beck, 2022). The selected study collected primary data because the researchers gathered original information directly from parents and professionals using qualitative online surveys and semi-structured interviews (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Collecting primary data allowed the researchers to explore participants' real-life experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic, ensuring the findings reflected current challenges and support needs within the UK education system rather than relying on previously published evidence.
3.4 Data Collection	
The selected study collected primary qualitative data using a two-phase research design. In the first phase, the researchers distributed online qualitative surveys containing open-ended questions to parents of primary school children experiencing school attendance problems (SAPs) and to education professionals working in mainstream primary schools across Southern England. The surveys explored participants' experiences of SAPs, the support available and suggestions for future interventions. In the second phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a smaller group of parents and professionals to gain more detailed insights into the issues identified during the surveys. Overall, 29 parents and 19 professionals participated in Phase One, while 10 parents and 12 professionals took part in Phase Two. Participants included headteachers, class teachers, educational psychologists, Education Mental Health Practitioners (EMHPs), Special Educational Needs Coordinators (SENCOs) and Education Support, Behaviour and Attendance Service (ESBAS) officers. Interviews lasted approximately 45–60 minutes and were conducted via Zoom or telephone, audio-recorded with participants' consent and transcribed verbatim for analysis. Ethical approval was obtained before recruitment, informed consent was collected from all participants and confidentiality was maintained throughout the research process, ensuring the study met recognised ethical standards (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
3.5 Data Analysis	
After data collection, the researchers analysed the findings using Framework Analysis, a systematic approach widely used in qualitative health and social care research because it enables large amounts of textual data to be organised and interpreted consistently (Gale et al., 2013). The analysis followed five stages: familiarisation with the interview transcripts, developing an analytical framework, indexing the data, charting information into thematic matrices and interpreting the findings. The researchers combined deductive coding, based on existing knowledge of school attendance problems, with inductive coding, which allowed new themes to emerge directly from participants' experiences (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). This structured process ensured that the findings accurately reflected participants' perspectives while identifying practical recommendations for improving support services.
3.6 Evaluation of the Research Method
The qualitative methodology was well suited to the study because it provided detailed insights into the experiences of both parents and professionals, producing findings that can inform person-centred practice and early intervention strategies. Including multiple stakeholder groups strengthened the credibility of the results. However, the study also had limitations. The parent participants were all mothers, most families were White British and the research was conducted only in England, limiting the transferability of the findings to more diverse populations. The study provides valuable evidence for improving collaborative support for children experiencing school attendance problems in the UK (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
Section 4: Conclusion
This report critically examined the research paper by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023), which explored school attendance problems among primary school children in England following the COVID-19 pandemic. The report explained how the researchers developed the topic in response to increasing concerns about persistent school absence and its impact on children's educational participation and wellbeing. It also identified the study's research objectives and demonstrated that a qualitative research approach was appropriate because it enabled parents and education professionals to describe their experiences in detail. Furthermore, the report examined the use of primary data collected through online qualitative surveys and semi-structured interviews, together with Framework Analysis, which allowed the researchers to identify key themes and develop practical recommendations for improving support for children and families (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
Completing this report has strengthened my understanding of research literacy and the importance of critically evaluating published evidence rather than accepting findings without analysis. I have learned how to identify research aims, distinguish between quantitative, qualitative and mixed-methods research, recognise the differences between primary and secondary data, and understand how systematic data collection and analysis contribute to trustworthy findings (Polit and Beck, 2022). These skills will support my future studies by enabling me to assess the quality and relevance of research before applying evidence in academic work. In future professional practice within health and social care, these research skills will also help me use evidence-based information to contribute to person-centred decision-making, multidisciplinary collaboration and the development of effective interventions that improve outcomes for children, young people and their families.
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