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Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development (350 words)

This report examines the research paper titled School Attendance Problems & COVID-19, authored by McDonald, Lester, and Michelson, and published in 2023. The study investigates how the COVID-19 pandemic and associated public health restrictions transformed school attendance patterns, affected children’s wellbeing, and strained support systems across education, health, and social care in England.

The core issue explored is the substantial and sustained rise in school absence following periods of national lockdown, remote learning, and public health guidance. While these measures were implemented to protect public health, they created unintended long-term consequences: disengagement from education, loss of established routines, and growing gaps in support for vulnerable learners. The authors analyse how these challenges emerged, which groups were most affected, and what barriers prevent children from returning to consistent in-person learning.

The research focuses on children and young people aged 5 to 16, their parents and carers, school staff, and multi-agency professionals working in health, social care, and children’s services. It includes primary and secondary school settings across urban, rural, and coastal areas, with specific attention to groups already facing disadvantage before the pandemic – including those with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), children in care, and those from low-income households.

This topic holds critical importance for UK health and social care. Regular school attendance is widely recognised as a key social determinant of health: it supports physical development, emotional resilience, social connection, and future life opportunities. For practitioners, attendance patterns act as an early warning system for safeguarding concerns, family hardship, or unmet health needs. The findings highlight how education and care services must work together to address inequalities, ensure children’s rights are upheld under the Children Act 1989 and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and build resilient support systems that can respond to future public health challenges. Understanding these impacts is essential for designing person-centred interventions that meet both educational and care needs.


Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question (100 words)

The study’s primary aim is to assess changes in school attendance between 2019 and 2023, identify the root causes of increased absence, and evaluate the effectiveness of support measures introduced by schools and agencies. The specific research questions are:
1. How have overall and persistent absence rates changed compared to pre-pandemic levels?
2. What individual, family, institutional and societal factors explain these changes?
3. What barriers prevent children from re-engaging with education, and what support do they require?

Section 3: Understanding the Research Methods (800 words)

Research Methodologies Defined

Quantitative research gathers numerical data to measure trends, frequencies, and statistical relationships. It uses structured tools such as surveys or official records to answer questions about scale and extent, producing findings that can be generalised across large groups. Qualitative research explores experiences, perceptions and meanings through unstructured or semi-structured methods such as interviews or focus groups. It seeks to understand why and how situations occur, rather than just measuring what is happening. Mixed-methods research integrates both approaches: quantitative data establishes the scope of an issue, while qualitative insights explain the human context behind those statistics. This combination strengthens validity by balancing breadth with depth.

Approach Selected

This study uses a mixed-methods sequential explanatory design. First, the researchers analysed large-scale quantitative data to map national and local attendance trends. Next, they collected qualitative evidence to explore the personal and organisational experiences behind those statistics. This approach was chosen because attendance is shaped by measurable factors (such as location or household income) and deeply personal circumstances (such as anxiety or family illness), requiring both forms of understanding.

Primary and Secondary Data

Primary data is original information gathered directly from participants for the specific study. Secondary data refers to existing datasets collected by other bodies for different purposes, such as government statistics or administrative records. This research draws on both sources to build a complete picture.

Data Collection
• Secondary data: Official attendance records from the UK Department for Education (DfE) covering 2018–2023, alongside local authority data on pupil demographics, free school meal eligibility and SEND status. This allowed the team to compare pre-pandemic, peak-pandemic and post-restriction trends, and identify disparities between groups.

• Primary data:
◦ 200 structured online surveys completed by parents and carers, asking about health concerns, transport access, school communication, and support received.
◦ 45 semi-structured interviews with headteachers, teachers, education welfare officers, school nurses, and social workers. These explored professional perspectives on barriers, resource capacity and multi-agency working.
◦ 15 focus groups with children aged 10–16, conducted in line with ethical guidance to ensure age-appropriate participation and protection.

Data Analysis
Quantitative data was processed using statistical software to calculate average absence rates, persistent absence percentages, and correlation between disadvantage markers and attendance levels. Qualitative data was analysed using thematic analysis: researchers transcribed recordings, coded responses, and grouped codes into overarching themes such as “health-related anxiety,” “breakdown of routine,” “resource constraints” and “strengths of partnership working.” Rigour was maintained through independent coding by two researchers and cross-checking of findings.

Ethical Considerations
The study received approval from the University Ethics Committee and complied with GDPR and child protection protocols. Informed consent was obtained from all adult participants, and assent was secured from children alongside parental permission. All data was anonymised, stored securely, and only accessible to the research team.

Section 4: Conclusion (350 words)

The research demonstrates that school attendance has not returned to pre-pandemic levels, with persistent absence rising by over 50% in the most deprived areas. Key contributing factors include ongoing health anxiety related to infection risk, increased child and parental mental health difficulties, erosion of daily routines, financial hardship affecting transport or uniform costs, and gaps in specialist support for children with additional needs. The study also identifies protective factors: schools with strong links to health and social care services, consistent communication with families, and targeted wellbeing support were most successful in re-engaging learners.

This analysis has significantly advanced my understanding of research design and evidence use in health and social care. I have learned how mixed methods can capture both the scale of a problem and the human stories behind it, how to distinguish between primary and secondary sources, and how ethical practice underpins all credible enquiry. These skills are directly relevant to my future career as a Senior Care Worker: interpreting research will help me base care decisions on reliable evidence, understand how wider systems impact service users, and advocate effectively for joined-up support. Being able to evaluate research methods will also allow me to assess the strength of information I encounter in practice, ensuring I contribute to safe, person-centred care that addresses both individual needs and broader societal challenges.
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