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Assessment Component 2: Research Literacy- Learning How to Read a Research Paper
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Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development

This report focuses on the research 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 McDonald, B., Lester, K.J. and Michelson, D., and published in 2023 in the British Journal of Educational Psychology. The study explores how the COVID-19 pandemic contributed to increasing school attendance problems among primary-aged children in Southern England and examines the experiences of both parents and professionals to identify the causes of these attendance difficulties and possible ways to improve school re-engagement.

School attendance has long been recognised as an important issue within UK education, health and social care. Regular attendance is closely linked to children’s educational achievement, physical health, emotional wellbeing and long-term life opportunities. According to the Department for Education (2023), persistent absence, defined as missing 10% or more of school sessions, increased significantly following the COVID-19 pandemic. Children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), mental health conditions, or involvement with children’s social care were particularly affected.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, schools across England experienced repeated closures, remote learning, self-isolation requirements and major disruptions to normal routines. Although these measures protected public health, they also changed children’s daily lives, reduced social interaction and increased anxiety about returning to school. Many children found it difficult to readjust to classroom environments after long periods at home.

The researchers chose this topic because previous studies mainly focused on secondary school pupils or examined attendance using statistical data. There was limited research exploring the experiences of younger primary-aged children or combining the perspectives of parents and professionals. Understanding these experiences is particularly important because schools play a central role in safeguarding children, promoting mental health, identifying additional support needs and providing access to wider health and social care services. Poor attendance can reduce children’s access to these services, increasing educational inequalities and negatively affecting their long-term development. Therefore, this research provides valuable evidence to help schools, healthcare professionals and policymakers develop more effective support for children experiencing attendance difficulties.
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Understanding the Purpose and Research Question 

The main purpose of this study was to understand how school attendance problems developed among primary-aged children during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. The researchers also aimed to identify practical ways that schools, families and professionals could work together to improve attendance.

The main research objectives were to:
· explore the factors contributing to school attendance difficulties following the pandemic.
· examine the experiences and views of both parents and professionals.
· identify strategies that could support children in successfully returning to school; and
· provide evidence that could inform future educational, health and social care practice.
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Understanding the Research Methods

Types of Research

There are three main approaches to research commonly used in health and social care.

Quantitative research collects numerical data and uses statistical analysis to identify patterns, relationships or differences between groups. It is useful when researchers want to measure how common a problem is or compare results across large populations.

Qualitative research focuses on people’s experiences, feelings, opinions and behaviours. Instead of using numbers, researchers collect detailed descriptions through interviews, observations or open-ended questionnaires. This approach helps explain why people behave in certain ways and provides a deeper understanding of complex issues.

Mixed-methods research combines both quantitative and qualitative approaches. Researchers collect numerical information alongside personal experiences to produce a broader understanding of the research topic.

The study by McDonald, Lester and Michelson used a qualitative research design because the researchers wanted to understand the personal experiences of parents and professionals rather than measure attendance rates statistically. Attendance problems often involve emotional, psychological and social factors that cannot be fully explained using numbers alone.

Primary and Secondary Data

Research data can be divided into primary and secondary data.
Primary data is information collected directly by the researchers specifically for the study. Examples include interviews, surveys, questionnaires, and observations.

Secondary data consists of information that has already been collected by other researchers or organisations, such as government statistics, published reports or previous studies.
This research relied entirely on primary data, allowing the researchers to collect current and detailed information directly from participants who had experienced school attendance problems during the COVID-19 pandemic.


Data Collection

The research was completed in two stages.

Phase One involved qualitative online surveys completed by 29 parents and 19 education and health professionals. These surveys gathered initial information about attendance problems, children’s experiences and the challenges faced by schools and families.

The findings from these surveys informed Phase Two, where the researchers conducted 10 individual interviews with parents and 12 interviews with professionals. These interviews explored participants’ experiences in greater depth and allowed researchers to ask follow-up questions to gain richer information.

Parents were recruited through social media, while professionals were recruited through schools and children’s services across Southern England. Recruiting both groups allowed the researchers to compare different perspectives and identify common experiences.

Data Analysis

The researchers analysed all survey responses and interview transcripts using thematic analysis, a common qualitative research method.
The first stage involved reading the interview transcripts several times to become familiar with the data. Researchers then identified important statements and assigned short labels, known as codes, to similar responses. These codes were grouped into broader themes representing common patterns across participants’ experiences. Finally, the researchers reviewed and refined these themes before interpreting their meaning in relation to school attendance during the pandemic.

Several important themes emerged from the analysis, including:
· increased anxiety about illness and infection.
· difficulty re-establishing daily school routines.
· communication challenges between families and schools.
· worsening attendance among children with SEND and existing mental health conditions.
· parental concerns about academic progress; and
· the importance of strong collaboration between schools, parents and health professionals.

These themes helped explain why attendance difficulties continued after schools reopened and highlighted practical ways to improve children’s return to education.

A qualitative approach was particularly suitable because the study explored complex emotional experiences rather than numerical outcomes. Parents described their worries about their children’s wellbeing, while professionals discussed the challenges of supporting families after the pandemic. These personal experiences provided valuable information that would have been difficult to capture using questionnaires containing only closed questions or statistical analysis.

Strengths and Limitations

The research has several strengths. It included both parents and professionals, allowing multiple perspectives to be compared. The two-stage design also enabled the researchers to explore issues identified in the surveys more deeply during interviews. In addition, the study focused on primary-aged children, a group that has received less attention in previous research.

However, there are limitations. The sample size was relatively small and participants were recruited from Southern England, meaning the findings cannot automatically be generalised to all parts of the UK. As a qualitative study, the research provides detailed experiences rather than statistical evidence of how common attendance problems are.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical practice was an important part of the research. Participants gave informed consent before taking part and were informed that participation was voluntary. Personal information remained anonymous and confidential throughout the study. The researchers also obtained ethical approval before beginning the research and ensured that participants could withdraw from the study if they wished. These measures protected participants and helped ensure that the research met recognised ethical standards.
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Conclusion
This report has examined the qualitative research conducted by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023), which explored school attendance problems experienced by primary-aged children following the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings demonstrate that attendance difficulties were influenced by a combination of emotional, educational and social factors. 

Although some children experienced attendance problems before the pandemic, COVID-19 significantly increased anxiety, disrupted routines and made returning to school more challenging. Children with SEND, existing mental health difficulties and other additional needs were particularly affected.

The research also highlights the importance of effective communication and partnership working between schools, families and health and social care professionals. Strong collaboration can help identify barriers to attendance early and provide appropriate support for children and families before problems become more serious.

Completing this assignment has improved my understanding of how research informs evidence-based practice in health and social care. I have developed a greater understanding of qualitative research methods, thematic analysis, ethical research practice and the importance of critically evaluating research evidence. These skills will support my future studies and professional career by enabling me to assess research more confidently and apply reliable evidence when supporting children and families. Overall, this study demonstrates that improving school attendance requires a collaborative approach involving education, healthcare and social care professionals working together to promote children’s wellbeing and educational success.
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