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Research report
Introducing the research paper and the topic: 
The paper chosen 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 Brontë McDonald, Kathryn J. Lester and Daniel Michelson. It was published in the British Journal of Educational Psychology in 2023 (Volume 93, pp. 386–401), having been accepted for publication in October 2022. The paper looks at school attendance problems (SAPs) in primary-aged children in England, specifically in the period during and after COVID-19, and brings together the views of both parents and profesionals working in education. The authors describe it as the first stage of a larger programme of work aimed at developing a new, community-based intervention for families affected by SAPs.
Previous research suggests that school attendance difficulties are usually caused by several different factors Instead, they are usually influenced by a combination of issues involving the child, their family circumstances and the environment around them. These factors may include emtional wellbeing, additional educational needs, physical health, family support and relationships with schools (Kearney, 2016). A bioecological perspective helps explain this complexity by recognising that children are affected by several connected systems, including home, education and wider community environments (Melvin et al., 2019).
The COVID-19 pandemic increased concerns surrounding school attendance because many children experienced disruption to their routines, learning and social relationships. Following periods of school closure, attendance difficulties becme more noticeable, with persistent absence increasing significantly compared with pre-pandemic levels (Department for Education, 2022). Against that backdrop, the researcers wanted to hear directly from parents and professionals about what was actually going on, rather than relying only on attendance statistics, and to use that understanding to think about what kind of support could realistically be put in place without adding more pressure to already stretched specialist mental health and social care services.
The pandemic also disrupted many of the wider supports that families would normally rely on. Child and parental mental health worsened over the course of the pandemic, particularly for families with children who have SEN, families on lower incomes, and those with existing mental health difficulties, and one UK study found that social care input had been suspended for around 80% of families during the first lockdown in spring 2020 (Waite et al., 2020). Restrictions such as suspending fce-to-face parent-teacher meetings also disrupted the everyday channels of communication between parents and schools, even once children were back in the classroom. Taken together, these pressures meant that families already struggling with SAPs before the pandemic were often left with fewer places to turn for help, which is part of why the reserchers felt a multi-stakeholder, qualitative approach was needed to properly understand what families and schools were experiencing on the ground.
The people involved were parents of primary school children who had struggled with attendance during the 2020–2021 school year, alongside professionals working with that age group – headteachers, class teachers, SENCOs, educational psychologists, Education Mental Health Practitioners and Education Support, Behaviour and Attendance Service officers – all based in East Sussex, West Sussex, and Brighton and Hove. This is a topic that matters for UK health and social care because attendance problems in childhood do not just stay in childhood; they are linked to lower academic attainment, dropping out of education, unemployment and mental health disorders in adulthood (Egger et al., 2003; Kearney & Graczyk, 2014; O’Connor, 2017). Children with special educational needs or existing anxiety were shown to be particularly at risk, and were already more than twice as likely to be persistently absent as children without SEN before the pandemic even began (Department for Education, 2022). This points to a clear need for schools, health services and social care to work together early on, rather than waiting until absence becomes entrenched and far harder to reverse
Understanding the main purpose and the research question
The purpose of the study was to gain a better understanding of how school attendance problems were affecting primary-aged children during the COVID-19 pandemic. The researchers also wanted to use this information to identify possible community-based support strategies that could help families without putting extra pressure on already stretched specialist serices. This aim was developed into three main research questions. The first looked at the different factors linked to SAPs during the pandemic, including child anxiety, special educational needs, family circumstances and the school environment. The second question focused on the support families had received, both formal and informal, before and during the pandemic, and whether this support had been helpful. The third question explored what other types of suport could benefit children and families experiencing SAPs, as well as how these approaches could realistically be introduced. By using these questions, the researchers were ableto understand the causes of the problem, review the support already available, and consider what could be improved in the future.

Understanding the research method
Before looking at the method used in this specific paper, it helps to set out what quantitative, qualitative and mixed-methods research actually mean, since the choice of method shapes both what a study can find out and how confident readers can be in the results. Quantitative research deals in numbers: it usually involves structured tools such as questionnaires with closed or scaled questions, stadardised measures, or routinely collected statistics, and the resulting data is analysed statistically to test a hypothesis, measure the strength of a relationship between variables, or estimate how common something is across a wider population. Its strength lies in being able to generalise findings and compare groups, but it can struggle to explain why people feel or behave the way they do. Qualitative research works differently: it is interested in meaning, contextand lived experience rather than measurement, and it produces data in the form of words – through interviews, focus groups, open-ended survey responses, diaries or observation – which is then analsed thematically or narratively rather than run through statistical tests. It tends to involve smaller samples studied in more depth, and its value lies in explaining the how and why behind a phenomenon, even though its findings are usually harder to generalise to a wider population. Mixed-methods research sits between the two, combining both types of data within a single study, often so that the numbers show what is happening on a larger scale while the words help explain why it is happening, or so that qualitative work is used to build a quantitative tool that is tested later.
This particular paper is a qualitative study, and can be identified as such in several ways. The authors do describe their overall design as a ‘qualitative, mixed-method’ approach, but on closer reading this refers to combining two qualitative data sources – surveys and interviews – one after the other, not to mixing quantitative and qualitative analysis. There is no statistical testing anywhere in the paper; the numbers that do appear, such as the percentage of children who met the criteria for persistent absence, or the proportion of parents from different income bands, are descriptive figures used only to describe the sample, not to test a relationship between variables or to generalise to a wider population. The sample sizes involved – 29 parents and 19 professionals in Phase 1, and 22 participants in Phase 2 – are also typical of qualitative research, which tends to prioritise depth of understanding over the larger, more representative samples usually needed for quantitative analysis. Participants were recruited purposively rather than randomly, through targeted social media advertising and by directly approaching schools with the highest persistent absence rates, which again reflects a qualitative rather than a quantitative logic of sampling. Overall, the method is clearly qualitative, built around exploring how parents and professionals understood and explained SAPs in their own words.
Data collection happened in two phases, each with its own procedure. Phase 1 ran during the Spring term of 2021, shortly after children returned from the second period of school closures, and involved online surveys sent to parents and professionals across East Sussex, West Sussex, and Brigton and Hove. Prospective participants first completed two eligibility questions confirming that their child had experienced attendance difficulties and was enrolled in a mainstream state primary, infant or junior school in Sussex; those who qualified were then given a participant information sheet and asked to complete a consent form and a demographic questionnaire before moving on to the main survey, which consisted of six open-ended, free-text questions written separately for parents and for professionals. Parents were asked things like how their child’s attendance had been before and during the pandemic, how they themselves felt about their child going to school, what they thought was behind the difficulties, what support they had had, if any, and what would actually help. Professionals were asked a parallel set of questions about which groups of children seemed most at risk, what families struggled with when returning to school, what they thought was driving the problem, examples of good local practice, and what they would like to see change. Parents received a £5 e-voucher for taking part, and were given the option to leave their contact details if they were interested in taking part in future research.
Phase 2 built directly on what came out of the surveys. A preliminary look at the Phase 1 data was used to design semi-structured topic guides focusing on the links between child anxiety, parenting behaviours and SAPs, sources of informal and community-based support, school and statutory responses, and the quality of home-school relationships. Participants for Phase 2 were recruited in two ways: some were Phase 1 respondents who had opted in to further contact and were sent a new consent form roughly three months after their original survey, while others were newly recruited participants who went straight into eligibility screening, consent and a demographic questionnaire without havng completed a Phase 1 survey. In total, 10 parents and 12 professionals took part in Phase 2, conducted over the Summer term and Summer holidays of 2021, either by telephone or by Zoom video call, in interviews lasting roughly 45 to 60 minutes. Interviews were audio recorded, transcribed word for word, and anonymised before analysis, and participants received a £10 e-voucher for taking part. Ethical approval for the whole study had been granted in advance by a UK Research Ethics Committee, which is standard practice for research involving human participants, particularly where sensitive topics such as child anxiety and family difficulties are being discussed.
Everything gathered through the surveys and interviews counts as primary data – it was collected first-hand by the research team, using their own instruments, specifically for this project, rather than reused from somewhere else. Data that already exists for another purpose, such as government attendance statistics, a national survey run by a different organisation, or previously published research, would count as secondary data instead. The paper does draw on secondary data of this kind; for example, Department for Education attendance statistics and the Children’s Commissiner’s Attendance Audit are both used, but only to set the scene in the introduction and discussion, establishing how widespread the problem of persistent absence had become nationally. These secondary sources are not part of the dataset that was actually analysed using thematic framework analysis; that dataset is made up entirely of the primary data gathered directly from parents and professionals. The surveys and interviews therefore represent the two primary data collection methods used in this study: surveys capture written, self-reported answers to fixed, open-ended questions, allowing many participants to respond in their own time, while interviews allow the researcher to follow up on interesting or unclear answers, ask further probing questions, and let the conversation develop in ways a fixed survey cannot.
To analyse the data, the researchers used thematic framework analysis following the approach by Gale et al. (2013), which is widely used in health and social care research because it provides a clear way of organising qualitative data into themes. The process involved five stages: familiarisaion, identifying a framework, indexing, charting, and finally mapping and interpreting the findings. The framework was adjusted throughout the analysis as new patterns emerged from the survey responses and interview transcripts.
The researchers used a hybrid coding approach, combining deductive coding based on the research questions with inductive coding that developed from what parents and professionals actually said. The first author, a PhD researcher and former primary school teacher, led the analysis using a critical realist perspective. To improve the credibility of the findings, all three authors met regularly to discuss and challenge each other's interpretations, helping to reduce researcher bias. This process resulted in three main themes: contributors to SAPs, responses to SAPs, and areas for additional support, each supported by direct quotations from participants.

Conclusion
Overall, I think this paper offers a detailed, qualitative account of school attendance problems in primary-aged children during the COVID-19 pandemic, built from the perspectives of both parents and professionals. Under the first theme, contributors to SAPs, the study found that difficulties were shaped by several overlapping factors: existing SAPs were often made worse by the return to in-person schooling, particularly for children with SEN or pre-existing anxiety who had come to see time at home as safer and more comfortable; new anxieties specific to COVID-19 appeared even in children with no previous history of difficulty; frequently changing rules, bubbles and routines left children feeling overwhelmed and worried about ‘getting it wrong’; and older children in particular felt pressure to catch up academically before standardised tests. Under the second theme, responses to SAPs, the study highlighted how far home-school collaboration, or the lack of it, shaped families’ experiences, alongside frustration with punitive statutory responses such as threats of fines, and the difficult, often unsupported position parents were left in when accomodating a child’s anxiety by keeping them at home. The third theme, areas for additional support, pointed towards rebuilding positive relationships between parents and schools, catching problems early rather than waiting for them to become entrenched, offering peer support for parents, and improving specialist SEN provision (Lebowitz et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2020).
Working through this paper has made the difference between quantitative, qualitative and mixed-methods research much clearer, and has shown how a two-phase design, surveys followed by interviews, can be used to collect rich, first-hand data from more than one stakeholder group at once, while also distinguishing clearly between primary data collected specifically for a study and secondary data drawn from elsewhere to provide context. It has also given a practical sense of how thematic framework analysis actually works, moving step by step from raw transcripts to organised, interpreted themes, and how researcher reflextivity and regular team discussion are used to strengthen the credibility of qualitative findings. These are useful skills to carry forward into future study and into health and social care practice more generaly, where being able to read a piece of research critically, understanding how the data was collected, what its limits are, and how the conclusions were actually reached, matters just as much as the findings themselves.
Its also worth remembering the limits of this particular study. The parent sample was made up entirely of mothers, almost all of whom were White British, and data collection was focused solely on the English education system, meaning the findings may not fully reflect the experiences of fathers, families from different ethnic backgrounds, or education systems outside England, even though similar patterns have been reported internationally (Briesch et al., 2021; Jeffs et al., 2021; Kalvin et al., 2021). The pandemic itself created a very particular, time-limited context, and some of the COVID specific findings, such as anxiety about mixing with other children, may not apply in the same way once the pandemic has receded further into the past. The authors themselves acknowledge that further research is needed to develop and properly evaluate the kinds of interventions the study points towards, drawing on the lived experiences of more diverse families to strengthen feasibility, acceptability and long-term outcomes (Sonuga-Barke & Fearon, 2021).
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