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 Digital Skills and Research Methods

Component 2 – Research Report   

Executive Summary
The paper is a critical review of the article by McDonald, Lester and Michelson on the school attendance problems (SAPs) in primary school children during the COVID-19 pandemic in the UK. The selected study examines the development of SAPs and the causes of the challenge faced by children in going back to school which include anxiety, special educational needs (SEN), disrupted routines, and poor home-school relationships. The research used a multi-stakeholder, qualitative design and gathered information on both the parents and the education professionals through the administration of the questionnaires and semi-structured interviews and analysed the data using thematic framework analysis. The results indicate the strengths of early intervention, enhanced communication between schools and families, and availability of support systems. The methods of research employed are also assessed and retrospective reflection of critical learning of qualitative research, data collection and thematic analysis are discussed about their applicability to health and social care practice and evidence-based decision-making. 
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[bookmark: _Toc232698845]Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
[bookmark: _Toc232698846]1.1 Introduction to the Research Paper
The article “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” was written by McDonald et al. (2023) and published in the British Journal of Educational Psychology. The study is about school attendance problems (SAPs) in children of primary schools in England, and after school shutdowns caused by COVID-19.   
[bookmark: _Toc232698847]1.2 Topic Overview
The main idea under investigation is SAPs among primary school-aged children after the COVID-19 pandemic. The study examines the convoluted nature of why numerous children could not get back to school even after months of lockdown and home education. It puts emphasis on the fact that the problem of attendance was not merely attributed to illness but also to psychological aspects, behavioural aspects, and environmental aspects.  
[bookmark: _Toc232698848]1.3 Who the Research Involves
The research is informed by the attitudes of several stakeholders who mostly include parents of primary school children and education practitioners such as teachers, special educational needs coordinators (SENCOs), psychologists and attendance officers. The children, who are the focus of the research, are aged around 5-11 and have different degrees of attendance difficulty. Family and professional approaches have been added to the research to allow the research to gain a broader perspective on SAPs and plight of the supporting children to revert to schooling.    
[bookmark: _Toc232698849]1.4 Importance in UK Health and Social Care
The subject matter of this topic is very pertinent to the UK health and social care since the SAPs are directly associated with child mental health, such as anxiety, emotional wellbeing and the demand for children with special educational needs (SEN). Attendance problems also impose high family demands, causing parents to be more stressed and have an overall impact on the family wellbeing (Thompson and Daniels, 2025). The problem is associated with greater disparities in education and increasing protection issues on behalf of vulnerable children. The UK witnessed a significant increase in chronic school absence following the COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with disruption of school schedules, decreased access to mental health and social care services (Totsika et al. 2022).  
[bookmark: _Toc232698850]Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question
The aim of the study led by McDonald et al. (2023) was to create a more refined perception of how SAPs appeared and aggravated during and after the COVID-19 pandemic among primary school children. The research questions dealt with three questions: What is the contribution of factors to SAPs in primary school children during the COVID-19 pandemic? What were the formal and informal support mechanisms used and how successful were they? Which intervention and implementation strategies may be used to benefit attendance in future?  
[bookmark: _Toc232698851]Section 3: Understanding the Research Methods
[bookmark: _Toc232698852]3.1 Understanding Research Approaches
Quantitative Research
Quantitative research is a systematic method that involves numbers, statistics, and measurable information to study patterns, relationships and trends (Ghanad, 2023). It often involves large samples, often closed-ended surveys or questionnaires or administrative data such as attendance records. Quantitative studies in this area could involve the percentage rate of absenteeism, percentages of persistent absenteeism or statistical correlations between such variables as socioeconomic status and school attendance.  
Qualitative Research
Qualitative research involves studying the meanings, experiences, opinions, and past behaviours, using non-numeric data like interviews, open-ended survey responses, and observations. It seeks to discuss the reasons and manner in which individuals are exposed to some situations. Oranga and Matere (2023) argue that qualitative designs enable a researcher to understand a complicated social problem like SAPs.  
Mixed Methods  
Mixed methods research involves quantitative and qualitative research methods to give a more encompassing insight into a subject. It brings about combination of numerical trends and personal experience. The method is especially helpful in complicated social problems, according to Sardana et al. (2023).  
[bookmark: _Toc232698853]3.2 Method Used in This Study
The research by McDonald et al. (2023) is more of a qualitative, mixed-method research, but its main focus is on the qualitative investigation. The study is designed in two phases one after the other. Phase 1 included an open-ended qualitative survey on parents and education professionals, where they were supposed to narrate their experiences of school attendance issues during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Phase 2 entailed in-depth semi-structured interviews both through the phone and Zoom, which allowed taking up the emerging themes in greater detail. Even though the study employs the two-phase research design, it is not quantitatively directed. Instead, it is highly qualitative as it focuses on experiences, meanings and perceptions other than numerical measurement. The method serves as a reflection of the suggestions by Kearney et al. (2023), who note that qualitative evidence is crucial to explaining the concept of school attendance as one of the early warning signs affected by environmental, emotional, and familial factors. On the same note, Havik and Ingul (2022) emphasise that the stakeholder opinion plays a crucial role in comprehending school return challenges in the post-COVID-19 setting. 
[bookmark: _Toc232698854]3.3 Primary vs Secondary Data
Primary data is information which has been gathered personally on behalf of a certain research by researchers, such as interviews, surveys, and observations. It is innovative and specific to the research purposes (Wallwey and Kajfez, 2023). Secondary data, on the other hand, is existing information gathered by other parties due to various reasons; reports by governments, scholarly journals or statistical records. Primary data will bring up-to-date and particular information, whereas secondary data will assist in providing background knowledge and context. The two are normally combined to enhance the reliability and depth of research. 
[bookmark: _Toc232698855]3.4 Data Collection Methods Used
Phase 1: Surveys
Phase 1 experimented with open-ended and free-text surveys that were given to parents and professionals. These questionnaires enabled the respondents to share their experiences of school attendance issues, causes of absenteeism and the support they got. Parents considered the attendance of their child before and during COVID-19, and professionals identified the high-risk groups and gaps in services. According to Chand (2025), open-ended surveys can be applicable in qualitative research since it is quite flexible and provide descriptive answers without limiting the perceptions of the participants. 
Phase 2: Interviews
Phase 2 was based on semi-structured phone interviews and Zoom. These interviews allowed the researchers to explore further into the themes particularly on the issue of anxiety, parenting behaviours and home-school relationships. Jones (2023) argues that interviews can work well in qualitative research since it helps to clarify, probe, and explore more emotional insights. This phase further refined the results of Phase 1 and produced more sophisticated definitions of SAPs. 
3.5 Data Analysis Method
The research employed thematic framework analysis to examine the survey data and interview data. McDonald et al. (2023) have used a hybrid deductive-inductive method. Deductive coding was used to develop initial categories through the research questions whereas inductive coding gave a chance to develop new themes through the responses of the respondents. This method is widely suggested in qualitative studies since it is a combination of theoretical directives and insights of participants (Furidha, 2023).
This was analysed in various phases such as familiarisation of the data, coding of responses, identification of themes, sorting the data into categories and interpretation of the results. As part of this task, the researchers were able to determine three general themes. The first theme, contributors to SAPs, covered such factors as the influence of anxiety during COVID, pre-existing anxiety, Special Educational Needs (SEN), and disrupted routines. The results are similar to those of Kearney et al. (2023), who found that anxiety and emotional problems were significant predictors of school absenteeism.
The second theme was concerned with the reactions to the issues with school attendance, emphasising the significance of effective interaction and cooperation between schools and families. The third theme highlighted some of the areas that need more support as listed: early intervention, peer support networks for parents, and better SEN provision. The findings coincide with the research of Carey et al. (2023) and Havik and Ingul (2022), who also highlighted the significance of emotional support, family-school interaction, and purposeful interventions in the aftermath of COVID-19 disruptions.  
[bookmark: _Toc232698856]Section 4: Conclusion
This report has discussed the research that investigated the SAPs of primary school children before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. These factors were identified in the research including enhanced anxiety, prior existing SEN, altered routines and inability to properly adjust to school living. It also found out the importance of good school-family relationship, early prevention and improved support systems to help address the attendance difficulties. The study adopted a qualitative and multi-stakeholder research approach that incorporated parents and education professionals who gave detailed observation of real life experiences of SAPs in the UK. This analysis has enabled me to have a glimpse about different forms of research particularly on valid and qualitative research approaches and thematic framework analysis. I also learned the very nature of primary data collection and how the views of stakeholders can be utilized so as to improve the research findings. This will help me in my upcoming studies by improving my abilities in critically evaluating research studies, and in implementing the evidence-based knowledge in the contexts of health and social care. 
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