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[bookmark: _Toc233852585]Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development 
The selected research paper is by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023), 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’. The article was published in the British Journal of Educational Psychology. The authors are Brontë McDonald, Kathryn J. Lester and Daniel Michelson. The study deals with issues related to school attendance problems experienced by primary school-aged children amid the pandemic of COVID-19. This paper is important for UK health and social care as it provides insight into the association of children’s attendance problems with their mental health, family stress, special educational needs, and communication with school (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). In particular, the abstract of the selected article explains that the main objective of the research was to examine how school attendance problems emerged among primary school children amid COVID-19 and determine possible intervention strategies within communities. 
The core issue addressed in the paper is the problem that some children had going back to school after periods of national school closures. The study centers specifically on parents of children in primary school who have problems attending school and professionals involved in primary education in Southern England (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). It is important to note that the research addresses not only the children themselves, but also their families and professionals assisting them.
The relevance of this topic stems from the fact that poor school attendance may affect an individual negatively throughout their life. The studies on this issue have shown that school attendance issues could lead to poor academic performance, dropping out from schools, unemployment and mental health issues (Egger, Costello and Angold, 2003; Kearney and Graczyk, 2014). These problems usually appear at the age when a person is attending primary school. Hence, the problem requires timely intervention to prevent further complications (Havik, Bru and Ertesvåg, 2014; Cook et al., 2017). From the point of view of health and social care, this article is relevant due to the fact that school attendance issues might be caused by various factors such as anxiety, learning disabilities, family environment and the relations between families and schools (Melvin et al., 2019; McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Therefore, the topic highlights the need for joined-up support between education, family services and community-based mental health support.
[bookmark: _Toc233852586]Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question 
The aim of the study by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023) was to investigate the development of school attendance issues among children attending primary schools during the COVID-19 period and the types of support that could assist the children and their parents in such circumstances. In total, three research questions were formulated by the authors. First, it was investigated which factors are linked to school attendance issues in relation to the COVID-19 period. Second, it was determined what types of support were available and whether they proved to be effective. Third, what additional interventions may be helpful in the given case (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc233852587]Section 3: Understanding the Research Methods
Research Methods are the techniques that are employed by the researchers for gathering and analysing data. Three major research methods are quantitative research, qualitative research and mixed-method research. Quantitative research entails collecting numerical data and conducting statistical analysis on it. This method is ideal when researchers wish to measure patterns, comparisons and relationships among variables. For instance, in quantitative research, the researcher may decide to find out the number of children who miss school and compare the absenteeism rate pre- and post-COVID-19. On the other hand, qualitative research is based on the collection of data that is not numerical but rather experiences, opinions, emotions and explanations of the respondents. This method is ideal when the researcher wishes to understand how individuals make sense of a certain phenomenon.
The research design adopted in McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023) study is qualitative research design comprising two sequential data collection phases. According to the article, Phase 1 used qualitative surveys for parents and professionals and findings from this phase informed the in-depth stakeholder interviews conducted in Phase 2. The research design can be said to be qualitative in nature as the research aimed at studying the experiences, opinions and reasoning of the parents and professionals rather than testing any statistics. While McDonald et al. describe their research design as “qualitative, mixed-method”, it cannot be classified as mixed methods as in general practice, mixed-methods use statistical data along with qualitative data collection methods. Rather this study employed several qualitative methods sequentially and this is in line with sequential qualitative research design mentioned by Morse (2010). This was suitable because the researchers wanted to explore a complex social and wellbeing issue from different stakeholder perspectives.
The participants in the study were parents of primary school pupils who have been suffering from school attendance issues, as well as professionals dealing with primary school pupils. In Phase 1, there were 29 parents and 19 professionals. In Phase 2, the number of parents and professionals was reduced to 10 and 12 respectively. Parents were recruited via social media, whereas professionals were recruited via schools, local authorities, and professionals’ networks in Southern England (McDonald, Lester, & Michelson, 2023). The sample used in the study was suitable since the study intended to explore the school attendance issue from two angles.
It is also important to differentiate between primary and secondary data. Primary data is fresh data that is obtained first hand by the researchers for research purposes. Some examples of primary data include interviews, questionnaires, observations and focus groups. On the other hand, secondary data is data that is already available, which includes journals, government data, policies and published reports. In the study conducted by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023), primary data was collected since the researchers collected first-hand information about school attendance issues during the COVID-19 period from the parents and professionals using surveys and interviews.
There were two phases in data collection. During Phase 1, the open-ended qualitative survey method was employed. The parents were asked about their child's attendance challenges before and during the pandemic, their views on sending their child to school, any support they received, and additional support they need. The professionals were asked about the more vulnerable groups in terms of attendance, any difficulties families may have experienced, good practice and service development priorities (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Open-ended questions proved to be effective in the sense that they gave participants an opportunity to explain the situations they were in through their own words. This claim is well substantiated by Braun et al. (2020) who state that the qualitative survey technique may prove to be useful in obtaining written feedback from participants.
The method employed by the researchers for Phase 2 was semi-structured interviews. The interviews were done through phone or Zoom interviews and took place for about 45 to 60 minutes, recorded, transcribed, and anonymized (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Semi-structured interviews were ideal for the study since they provided the researchers the opportunity to examine some key areas in detail.
Thematic framework analysis was used to analyse the data generated by the researchers. Thematic framework analysis entails finding common patterns or themes among the survey and interview data. According to Gale et al. (2013), framework analysis has several advantages as an analytical tool within applied health research, as it involves organizing and analysing qualitative data in a structured manner. The following steps were performed by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023): Familiarization, Framework identification, Indexing, Charting, Mapping and Interpretation. All of these steps are consistent with the process described by Ritchie and Lewis (2003). It was appropriate for this research due to the need to organize different stakeholders’ perspectives and find common themes.
The research yielded three main themes; factors contributing to school attendance issues, reactions to school attendance problems, and more areas where help is required. It was found out that the attendance problems were related to anxiety, special educational needs, fear related to COVID-19, changes in school practices, academic catching up, poor home-school communications and the necessity for early non-stigmatizing intervention (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Consequently, the used methods were valid since they allowed the researchers to not only identify the problem itself but also understand why it happened.
[bookmark: _Toc233852588]Section 4: Conclusion 
Finally, McDonald, Lester and Michelson's (2023) study signifies that school attendance challenges following COVID-19 were not limited to an education problem, but were strongly linked to mental health of children, family pressures and needs, special educational needs and access to support services. The study identified that children who were already having difficulties at school needed extra support to return to it, as the changes to their school life were an additional challenge for children with pre-existing anxiety and SEN (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). The findings also indicated that the effectiveness of support was closely linked to the children's families and schools communicating and working together not pointing fingers at parents with punitive responses. The paper calls for early intervention, better provision for children with SEN, peer support for parents and better relationships between school and parents. 
This project has taught me how qualitative research can be used to examine people’s experiences. This is because of the way surveys were conducted prior to carrying out the semi-structured interviews; this enabled the researchers to gain a variety of opinions as well as look into significant topics. It is also evident that conducting ethical research is crucial in this process, which involves gaining informed consent from the subjects and using an appropriate analysis approach. Thematic framework analysis was one such technique employed by the researchers (Gale et al., 2013; Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). 
Overall, knowledge of research methods will enable me to read evidence in the future to gain a deeper understanding of the experiences of service users, when making decisions based on evidence in health and social care and in my future studies.
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