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Assessment Component 2: Research Literacy- Learning How to Read a Research Paper

[bookmark: _Toc233886916][bookmark: _Toc233887330][bookmark: _Toc586372795]Section 1 Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development   (350 words)

The research paper selected for this assignment is titled "‘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 study was conducted by Brontë McDonald, Kathryn J. Lester, and Daniel Michelson. It was published in 2023 in the British Journal of Educational Psychology.
The main problem explored in this paper is the severe increase in school attendance problems (SAPs) among primary school children following the national school closures during the COVID-19 pandemic, a concerning trend heavily documented in recent national data (Department for Education, 2022). Rather than just looking at absence statistics, the study explores the underlying psychological, environmental, and social reasons why children struggled to return to the classroom. The research is focused on two specific groups of people: parents of primary school children who have experienced persistent school absences, and educational professionals (including headteachers, teachers, and mental health support workers) based in southern England.
This topic is highly significant within the UK health and social care sector because chronic school absence is not simply an educational issue; it is a major public health and child welfare concern (Public Health England, 2021). The paper highlights that missing school is strongly linked to long-term negative consequences, such as future unemployment and the development of mental health disorders. Throughout the pandemic, both child and parental mental health deteriorated significantly, particularly in lower-income households and among families with children who have Special Educational Needs (SEN). At the same time, community health services, social care support, and specialized school resources were heavily disrupted or suspended.
Consequently, health and social care professionals must understand the root causes of school attendance problems to provide effective support. The findings of this paper demonstrate that addressing SAPs requires a coordinated, multi-agency approach to protect vulnerable children from falling through the gaps (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). It highlights the urgent need for community-based early interventions, improved mental health support for families, and better communication between social services, schools, and parents.

[bookmark: _Toc233886917][bookmark: _Toc233887333][bookmark: _Toc808566681][bookmark: _Toc233886918][bookmark: _Toc233887335][bookmark: _Toc835972570]Section 2 Understanding the Purpose and Research  (100 words)

The primary objective of this research was to understand exactly how school attendance problems manifested for primary-aged children during the pandemic, with the ultimate goal of identifying effective, community-based intervention strategies to help affected families.
To achieve this, the researchers developed three specific research questions:
1. What are the main factors and underlying causes contributing to primary school attendance problems in the wake of COVID-19?
2. What formal and informal support systems did families use before and during the pandemic, and how effective were those systems?
3. What alternative intervention strategies would be most helpful moving forward, and how could they be practically implemented?
Section 3 Understanding the Research Methods       (800 words)

To fully understand how this study was conducted, it is important to outline the different methodological approaches available to researchers. Broadly, research methods are divided into three main categories: quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods research (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
Quantitative research is primarily concerned with numerical data, statistics, and objective measurements. Researchers using this approach typically rely on highly structured tools, such as multiple-choice questionnaires, polls, or large databases, to gather hard facts. The goal is to identify patterns, measure variables, or establish cause-and-effect relationships across a large group of people. For example, calculating the national percentage of persistent school absences over a specific academic year would require a quantitative method.
Qualitative research takes a completely different approach by focusing on words, human emotions, and personal experiences. Instead of attempting to measure "how many," qualitative research seeks to understand the "how" and "why" behind human behaviour. Data is usually gathered through open-ended surveys, focus groups, or in-depth interviews. Researchers analyse the actual text of what people say to identify recurring themes, making it the ideal method for exploring complex, sensitive social issues.
Mixed-methods research involves combining both approaches within a single study. By integrating numerical data and personal narratives, researchers can offset the weaknesses of using just one method. A mixed-methods study might use quantitative attendance records to locate areas with high absence rates, and then use qualitative interviews to ask the families in those areas why they are struggling.
When gathering information, researchers must also choose between primary and secondary data collection. Primary data is brand-new, original information collected directly by the researchers for the specific purpose of their study. Conducting new interviews or designing a custom survey are examples of gathering primary data. Secondary data, conversely, is information that already exists because it was collected by someone else previously (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Examples include old government census records or previous academic reports. Secondary data is quicker to access but may not perfectly fit the researcher's current objectives.
In this paper, the researchers utilized a qualitative, mixed-method design that relied entirely on primary data collection. They refer to it as a "mixed-method" design because they collected data in two distinct, sequential phases using two different tools. However, both phases were fundamentally qualitative because the core goal was to gather human experiences and words rather than mathematical statistics. They knew that simply reviewing secondary data-like government spreadsheets on national absence rates-would not explain the complex emotional distress families were facing. They needed fresh, first-hand insights directly from the people living through the crisis.
The primary data was collected in two specific phases. Phase 1 involved distributing digital qualitative surveys to parents and professionals. Instead of using standard multiple-choice questions, these surveys consisted of open-ended, free-text boxes. This allowed participants to write freely about the nature of the attendance issues, their anxieties, and the support they felt they lacked. Following this, Phase 2 involved in-depth, semi-structured interviews with a selection of the parents and professionals. Conducted via telephone or video call, these conversations lasted up to an hour and allowed the researchers to explore complex topics, such as child anxiety and strained parent-teacher relationships, in much greater detail.
To make sense of the massive amount of written data generated by the surveys and interview transcripts, the researchers used a technique called thematic framework analysis, which involves identifying patterns and themes across qualitative datasets (Braun and Clarke, 2021). Because they were working with text rather than numbers, they could not use statistical formulas. Instead, they used a hybrid deductive-inductive approach. They started with a few basic categories based on their initial research questions (deductive) but remained open to new ideas that naturally emerged from the participants' stories (inductive). The researchers familiarized themselves with the transcripts, systematically coded the text by tagging similar ideas, and grouped these codes into overarching themes. This rigorous sorting process allowed them to map out exactly what barriers families were facing entirely through qualitative analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc233886919][bookmark: _Toc233887336][bookmark: _Toc1971380532]Section 4  Conclusion    (250 words)

In summary, the selected report highlights the complex, multi-layered factors driving school attendance problems following the COVID-19 pandemic. The researchers used a qualitative methodology to gather primary data directly from parents and professionals, revealing that chronic absences were heavily driven by heightened anxiety, difficulties adapting to new school routines, and inadequate provisions for children with Special Educational Needs. Furthermore, the thematic analysis uncovered a breakdown in communication between parents and schools. The study concludes that punitive measures, such as fining parents, are ineffective; instead, families urgently require non-judgmental early interventions, peer support networks, and improved collaboration between homes and educational settings.
[bookmark: _Toc233886920][bookmark: _Toc233887337]Reflecting on this assignment, analysing this paper has significantly improved my understanding of research skills. I have learned how vital it is to match the correct research methodology to the core question being asked. I now recognize that while quantitative data is excellent for proving the scale of a problem, qualitative research is absolutely essential for understanding the human behaviour and emotions driving it. Furthermore, learning the distinction between primary and secondary data has helped me understand how evidence is sourced and evaluated for relevance. In my future studies and career within the health and social care sector, these skills will be invaluable. Understanding how to critically read qualitative data will help me look past basic patient statistics, allowing me to focus more clearly on the individual lived experiences, barriers, and support needs of the service users I will encounter.
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