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[bookmark: _Toc236649780]Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
[bookmark: _Toc236649781]1.1 Paper Details (Title, Author(s) and Year of Publication)
This report critically analyses the paper '‘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 Brontë McDonald, Kathryn J. Lester and Daniel Michelson, and published in 2023 in the British Journal of Educational Psychology.
[bookmark: _Toc236649782]1.2 Main Topic or Problem Explored in the Paper
At its heart, this paper is about why so many primary school children found it hard to go back into the classroom once COVID-19 restrictions started to ease. McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023) were not simply interested in children who were skipping school on purpose; they wanted to understand the deeper reasons some families were struggling, from anxiety about catching the virus to children simply losing the routine of getting up and going in every day. The pandemic had thrown ordinary school life into chaos, and the researchers wanted to hear directly from the people living through it, both the parents trying to get their children through the school gates and the teachers, psychologists and support staff trying to help them do it. Rather than treating attendance as a simple behaviour problem, the study set out to build a fuller picture of what was really going on for these families, and what kind of support might actually help.
[bookmark: _Toc236649783]1.3 Who Is the Research About?


The study centred on two groups: parents of primary-aged children in the south of England who had experienced attendance difficulties, and the professionals supporting them, including headteachers, class teachers, educational psychologists and mental health workers. Twenty-nine parents and nineteen professionals shared their views through an initial survey, and a smaller group of ten parents and twelve professionals then took part in longer, more personal interviews. The researchers chose to focus on primary-aged children in particular because attendance problems, if left unaddressed, tend to take root early and can be much harder to shift later on.
[bookmark: _Toc236649784]1.4 Why Is This Topic Important in UK Health and Social Care?
This matters a great deal in the UK, because school attendance is not just an education issue – it is bound up with children's mental health and with the wider health and social care system that is supposed to catch children when they start to struggle. During the pandemic, health and social care services were already stretched, with widespread staffing shortages leading to long waiting lists for the kind of mental health and family support many of these children needed (Skills for Care, 2022). The Department for Education (2022) has since confirmed that persistent absence rates rose sharply once schools reopened, even once COVID-related illness was accounted for. If children cannot access timely support when attendance problems first appear, the consequences can follow them well beyond primary school, which is why this is an issue that health, social care and education professionals all have a stake in.
[bookmark: _Toc236649785]Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question
[bookmark: _Toc236649786]2.1 Research Question(s) or Objectives
Broadly, the researchers wanted to find out three things: what was actually driving school attendance problems in primary-aged children during the pandemic; what kind of support, formal or informal, families had already been offered, and whether it had actually helped; and what else could be done to support children and families going forward, including how any new support might realistically be delivered. Taken together, these questions were less about measuring how many children were absent and more about understanding the lived experience behind the statistics, from both sides of the school gate.
[bookmark: _Toc236649787]Section 3: Understanding the Research Methods
[bookmark: _Toc236649788]3.1 Overview of Quantitative, Qualitative, and Mixed-Methods Research
Health and social care research tends to fall into one of three broad camps: quantitative, qualitative, or a mix of the two. Quantitative research is essentially about numbers, collecting information that can be counted or measured, such as through structured questionnaires, and then using statistics to spot patterns or test whether something is genuinely linked to an outcome (Bryman, 2016). It is the natural choice when a researcher wants to know how many, or how often, something happens, such as how many children were persistently absent from school in a given year.
Qualitative research works differently. Instead of numbers, it deals in people's stories, feelings and experiences, usu
ally gathered through interviews, focus groups or open-ended surveys, and analysed by picking out recurring themes rather than running statistical tests (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). This suits topics that are still not well understood, where a researcher wants to get underneath the surface of a problem rather than just measure how big it is.

Mixed-methods research, as the name suggests, borrows from both worlds within a single study, so that the scale of a problem and the reasons behind it can be explored side by side (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). A study might, for instance, survey families about how often their child missed school and then interview a smaller group to understand why.
[bookmark: _Toc236649789]3.2 Research Methodology Used in Your Chosen Paper and Why
The paper chosen for this report is a qualitative study, built around two connected stages of data collection. In the first stage, McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023) used open-ended surveys to gather initial views from parents and professionals about school attendance problems during the pandemic. These early findings then shaped the questions used in the second stage, where a smaller group of parents and professionals took part in longer, semi-structured interviews, carried out over the phone or by video call. None of this involved numbers or statistics; everything gathered was in the form of written comments or spoken accounts, which the researchers then worked through using thematic framework analysis, a method that involves grouping the data into themes drawn from both the research questions and whatever patterns emerged naturally from what people said (Gale et al., 2013).
A qualitative approach makes sense here, given that school attendance problems during a pandemic were still a fairly new and poorly understood issue, and one that looked quite different depending on who you asked. Interviewing parents and professionals separately, and comparing what they said, allowed the researchers to notice where accounts lined up and where they clashed, something a simple attendance survey could never have picked up on. On a topic this sensitive and this tangled up with individual family circumstances, numbers alone would have missed most of what actually mattered.
[bookmark: _Toc236649790]3.3 Primary and Secondary Data: Definitions, Differences, and Application to Your Paper
Primary data is information a researcher collects first-hand for their own study, while secondary data is information that already exists, usually gathered by someone else for a different purpose, which a researcher later reuses (Polit and Beck, 2017). Primary data gives more control over exactly what is being asked and how, whereas secondary data is often faster and cheaper to access, even if it does not always fit a new research question perfectly.
In this paper, the researchers relied almost entirely on primary data. They designed and ran their own open-ended surveys and interviews with parents and professionals in Southern England, rather than reusing data anyone else had already collected (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). The interviews, each lasting somewhere between 45 minutes and an hour, were recorded, transcribed word for word, and stripped of any identifying details before being analysed. This primary data was then worked through using thematic framework analysis, following the now fairly standard stages of getting familiar with the material, building a coding framework, indexing and charting the data, and finally pulling it all together into an overall interpretation (Gale et al., 2013). Secondary data does appear briefly in the paper, mainly in the form of national school absence statistics published by the Department for Education (2022), which the authors use to show how widespread the problem had become, but this sits alongside the study rather than forming part of its actual dataset.
[bookmark: _Toc236649791]Section 4: Conclusion
Pulling this report together, I have looked at McDonald, Lester and Michelson's (2023) study of why so many primary school children struggled to return to school during the COVID-19 pandemic. Rather than treating this as straightforward truancy, the researchers spoke to both parents and professionals to build a much fuller picture of what was going on, uncovering issues ranging from anxiety and disrupted routines to strained relationships between schools and families. This matters well beyond the classroom, because school attendance is closely tied to children's mental health and to a health and social care system that was already under considerable strain during the pandemic (Skills for Care, 2022).
The researchers wanted to understand what was driving these attendance problems, what support families had already received, and what more could realistically be done, and they answered these questions using a qualitative design built around surveys and in-depth interviews, all of it primary data analysed through thematic framework analysis.
Working through this report has made me appreciate why a qualitative approach was the right choice here: when a problem is this new, this sensitive, and looks so different depending on whose perspective you take, numbers alone would only tell half the story. I have also come away with a much clearer sense of what separates primary data from secondary data, and why researchers pick one research design over another depending on what they are actually trying to find out. Going forward, I think these are skills that will serve me well, both in future assignments and in practice, where understanding people's experiences properly is often just as important as measuring them.
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