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This report analyses the research paper by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023) to show how a research paper can be understood and evaluated. It explains the topic, purpose, research questions, methods, data collection and analysis used in the study. The report also reflects on how understanding research methods can support future study and professional practice in health and social care.
[bookmark: _Toc234006077]Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
The research paper examined in 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 Brontë McDonald, Kathryn J. Lester and Daniel Michelson and published in the British Journal of Educational Psychology in 2023 (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
The paper explores school attendance problems (SAPs) among primary-school-aged children during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. SAPs describe situations where children struggle to attend school regularly, often because of anxiety rather than physical illness or truancy. The study set out to understand how these difficulties developed against the background of repeated national school closures, and to identify community-based ways of supporting the families affected.
The research focuses on two groups of people. The first is parents of primary-school children who had experienced attendance difficulties across the 2020–2021 academic year. The second is professionals who work with these children and families, including headteachers, educational psychologists, Education Mental Health Practitioners, class teachers, special educational needs coordinators and attendance service officers. Both groups were based in Southern England.
This topic matters to UK health and social care because poor school attendance is linked to a range of harmful long-term outcomes, including low academic attainment, school drop-out, unemployment and mental health difficulties (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Persistent absence rose sharply after the pandemic, and children with special educational needs or existing anxiety were among the worst affected (Department for Education, 2022). Because attendance sits at the point where education, mental health services and social care overlap, it is a shared concern for many practitioners. The authors also point out that specialist services such as child mental health teams are already overstretched, so support that is easy to access within the community is badly needed. The topic itself grew out of a gap in existing research, which had concentrated mainly on secondary schools, relied largely on numerical methods, and rarely captured the views of several different stakeholder groups at the same time.
[bookmark: _Toc234005038][bookmark: _Toc234006078]Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question
The overall purpose of the study was twofold: to build a detailed understanding of how SAPs affected primary-aged children during COVID-19, and to identify promising community-based support strategies (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). To meet this aim, the researchers set three research questions. The first asked what factors were associated with SAPs for primary-aged children during the pandemic. The second asked what formal and informal support had been offered before and during the pandemic, and how effective it had been. The third asked what other approaches might help affected families, and how these could realistically be put into practice.
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Research methods are the tools and procedures a researcher uses to gather and make sense of information. Broadly, they fall into three approaches. Quantitative research collects numerical data and analyses it using statistics; it is useful for measuring how often something happens or for testing relationships between variables (Bryman, 2016). Qualitative research collects non-numerical data such as words, experiences and opinions, usually through interviews, focus groups or open questions, and is better suited to understanding meaning and the reasons behind people's behaviour (Braun and Clarke, 2021). Mixed-methods research deliberately combines quantitative and qualitative approaches within a single study, so that the strengths of one can offset the weaknesses of the other (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Choosing between them depends on the research question: numbers answer “how many” or “how much”, whereas words answer “why” and “how”.
The study by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023) is qualitative. The researchers were interested in people's experiences, feelings and explanations rather than in measuring or counting, which is why they gathered detailed written and spoken accounts from parents and professionals. This choice suits the topic well, because attendance problems are complex and emotional, and statistics alone could not capture the fear, guilt and frustration that families described. It is worth noting that the authors label their design “qualitative, mixed-method”. In this case the term does not mean a mix of numbers and words; it refers instead to combining two different qualitative methods – surveys followed by interviews – across two sequential phases (Morse, 2010, cited in McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Recognising this distinction matters, because the study is not a true quantitative–qualitative mix but a layered qualitative design.
The method can be explained simply. In Phase 1, parents and professionals completed online surveys made up of open-ended, free-text questions. Parents were recruited through parent and community social media groups, while professionals were reached through local authorities and by approaching schools with high absence rates. These early responses were used to generate insight and to shape the questions asked later. In Phase 2, a smaller number of participants took part in in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted by telephone or video call, which allowed the researchers to explore the survey findings in greater depth. This two-stage design let the team hear from a larger group first and then focus closely on the issues that mattered most to families. A strength of this two-phase approach is that the survey stage allowed the researchers to collect a wider range of views, while the interview stage allowed them to explore important issues in more depth. This made the method suitable for a sensitive topic such as school attendance problems, where parents and professionals may have different experiences and explanations. Before any data was gathered, the study was approved by a UK Research Ethics Committee, and participants gave informed consent and received small vouchers for their time, which shows that the research followed accepted ethical standards for working with families.
A further important distinction is between primary and secondary data. Primary data is information collected first-hand by the researcher for their own specific study, whereas secondary data is information that already exists and was gathered by someone else for another purpose, such as official statistics or existing records (Moule, 2018). This study relied on primary data: the surveys and interviews were designed and carried out by the research team specifically to answer their research questions. The data was collected directly from twenty-nine parents and nineteen professionals in Phase 1, and from ten parents and twelve professionals in Phase 2. All interviews were recorded, transcribed word for word and anonymised to protect the identities of those taking part.
The data was analysed using thematic framework analysis, a structured method for organising and interpreting qualitative data (Gale et al., 2013). The researchers combined deductive coding, where some categories were decided in advance from the research questions, with inductive coding, where fresh categories emerged from the data itself. The analysis moved through recognised stages: becoming familiar with the transcripts through repeated reading, building a framework of categories, indexing the data against that framework, charting it into a more manageable format, and finally mapping and interpreting the themes across the whole data set (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). This produced three overarching themes: the factors contributing to SAPs, the ways parents and professionals responded to them, and the areas where additional support was needed. Drawing on two stakeholder groups also let the researchers compare where parents and professionals agreed and disagreed, which strengthens the trustworthiness of the findings.
Overall, the methods were well matched to the aims of the study. A qualitative, two-phase design was an appropriate choice for a sensitive and under-researched topic, because it prioritised depth and lived experience over numbers. The main limitation the authors acknowledge is that the parent sample was made up only of mothers and was mostly White British, so the findings may not reflect the experiences of fathers or of families from other ethnic backgrounds. Even so, the clear, staged method and the use of primary data collected directly from those involved make the study a credible source for informing practice.
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This report has broken a qualitative study down into its key parts in order to understand how research is designed and reported. The paper by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023) investigated school attendance problems among primary-school children during the COVID-19 pandemic, drawing on the views of both parents and professionals in Southern England. Its purpose was to understand how these difficulties arose and to identify accessible, community-based ways of supporting families. The study used a two-phase qualitative design, collecting primary data through open-ended surveys and semi-structured interviews, which were then examined using thematic framework analysis. From this, the researchers identified the factors behind attendance problems, the responses of families and schools, and the priorities for future support.
Working through this paper has developed several research skills that will be useful in future study and practice. I have learned how to identify a study's aims and research questions quickly, how to tell qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods approaches apart, and how to recognise the difference between primary and secondary data. I have also seen why the choice of method must match the research question, and how a clear, well-described analysis process makes findings more trustworthy. In health and social care, being able to read and judge research in this way is an essential skill, because practice and policy should be built on sound evidence. These skills will help me to evaluate sources more critically, to support my own written work with credible evidence, and to make better-informed decisions in a professional setting.
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