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‘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 
Brontë McDonald1 | Kathryn J. Lester1 | Daniel Michelson1,2
The research paper selected 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 and published in 2023. This study investigates school attendance problems (SAPs) of primary school-aged children and the difficulties they faced returning to school regular school attendance after the COVID-19 pandemic. It further examines the experiences of parents and professionals to understand the factors that were contributing to SAPs and the support that could be provided to the children and families (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2022). 
The research topic was a result of the existing concerns about the consequences of SAPs. Previous researches conducted on SAPs were associated with lower academic achievement, school dropout, unemployment and mental health difficulties (Johnsen et al., 2022). SAPs often begin during primary school, being able to identify and intervene at an early stage may prevent future absences and the consequences linked to it. The researchers recognise that existing knowledge did not fully explain how the pandemic had influenced attendance problems from the perspectives of those directly supporting children. Therefore, the study focused on the experiences of parents and professionals to gain a deeper understanding of the barriers to school attendance.
The research concerns primary school-aged children experiencing attendance problems, although information was collected from parents and professionals rather than directly from the children. This approach allowed the researchers to examine the issue from multiple perspective. The topic remains important because school absence continues to affect a large number of children. Department for Education statistics show that 18.14% of pupils in England were persistently absent during 2024/25, compared with 10.86% in 2018/19 before the pandemic (Department for Education, 2026).
This topic is important to UK health and social care because school attendance is linked with children’s mental health, wellbeing and development. Evidence from the Office for National Statistics (2025) suggests that the relationship between mental health and school absence is bi-directional, as poor mental health can contribute to absence from school which may also affect children's mental health.
The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of SAPs amongst primary school-aged children. The researchers investigated three main areas, the first being factors associated with attendance problems. Second, they examined the formal and informal support received by children and families before and during the pandemic and considered how effective this support had been. Lastly, they explored the views of parents and professionals about other types of interventions that could be helpful and their implementation.
Research can be carried out using quantitative qualitative or mixed methods approaches. Quantitative research focuses on numerical data that can be measured and analysed using statistical methods. It is used to identify patterns, differences, or relationships between variables. In contrast, qualitative research focuses on people's experiences Views and perceptions and usually Produces non numerical data, such as written responses or interview transcripts. Mixed methods research combines quantitative and qualitative approaches within one study to provide different types of evidence about a research problem (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). The choice of research method depends on factors such as the purpose of the study and the type of information required.
The study by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023) used qualitative mixed-method design involving two consecutive stages of data collection. Although the study used more than one method. Both phases collected qualitative rather than numerical data. In Phase 1, the researchers used surveys, while phase 2 Involved interviews. This qualitative approach was well-suited because the researchers wanted to explore the experiences, and views of parents and professionals. This allowed the participants to describe their experiences in their own words, which would have been difficult to understand through numerical data alone.
An important distinction in research is between primary and secondary data. Primary data are collected directly by researchers for the specific purpose of their own study. Examples include interviews, surveys, and observations. Secondary data already exists because they were originally collected for another purpose. Examples may include published research, government statistics, and existing records (Institute for Work and Health, 2017). This study mainly used primary data because the researchers collected information directly from parents and professionals through surveys and interviews. Information was specifically collected to answer the studies research questions (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
The research took place in East Sussex, West Sussex and Brighton and Hove in southern England. The parent participants had a child attending a mainstream primary school who had experienced school attendance problems during the 2020-2021 academic year. Professional participants work with primary school children in the same areas. Parents were selected through advertisements on parent and community social media groups. Professionals were selected through educational psychology services and selected schools with high levels of absences. In Phase 1, 29 parents and 19 professionals completed the data collection. Phase 2 included 22 participant, 10 parents and 12 professionals (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
During phase 1, participants completed qualitative surveys containing six open-ended, free-text questions. Parents were asked about their child's attendance difficulties before and during the pandemic, possible reasons for these difficulties, support they had received and additional support that might be helpful. Professionals were asked to identify which groups were at risk of attendance problems, the factors that contribute to these difficulties, examples of effective local support and areas where services could be more developed (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). 
Open-ended questions allowed participants to explain their experiences in their own words, rather than selected from fixed responses (NHS England, 2017). This initial findings from these surveys were then used to guide Phase 2. 
Phase 2 involved semi-structured interviews. This type of interview follows a general set of topics but also gives the researcher flexibility to ask further questions and explore participants responses in more detail (NHS England, 2017). The interviews explored areas including child anxiety, parenting behaviours, sources of support, responses from schools and other services, and relationships between families and schools. Seven interviews were conducted by telephone and 15 through zoom. Each interview lasted approximately 45-60 minutes and was recorded, transcribed word for word and anonymized (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Using the findings from the Phase 1 to guide the interview allowed the researchers to investigate important issue in greater depth.
Researchers analysed the survey and interview data using thematic framework analysis. Thematic framework analysis is structured method of organising qualitative data to identify and interpret important patterns or themes (Gale et al., 2013). The study used both deductive and inductive approaches. The deductive analysis involves using themes connected to the existing research questions, while the inductive analysis allows new themes to develop from participants responses (Laari, 2025). The researchers first became familiar with the data, developed a framework, organised the information into categories and then examined patterns across the data. The framework was refined as the analysis progressed and after the Phase 2 interviews (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). This approach helped the researchers bring together the different experiences of parents and professionals and identify common issues related to school attendance problems.
Overall, the qualitative design was suitable for the purpose of the study because the research questions focused on experiences, support, and possible interventions. The use of open-ended surveys followed by semi-structured interviews allowed the researchers to first identify important issues and then explore them in greater detail. The study also received approval from a UK research Ethics Committee before data collection began, which is important when research involves human part (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
This report examined the research paper by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023), which explored school attendance problems among primary school-aged children in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The study highlighted that attendance problems are complex and may be influenced by factors involving the child, family, school and wider support systems. The research focused on the perspectives of parents and professionals to understand the factors associated with attendance difficulties, the support available to families, and possible approaches for future intervention. The report also examined the research methods used in the study quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research were considered. The chosen study used a qualitative mixed method design. Primary data were collected in two consecutive phases through surveys and semi-structured interviews. The data were then examined using thematic framework analysis. This approach allowed the researchers to identify common themes while also exploring the different experiences and views of parents and professionals.
Conducting this report has developed my understanding of how to read and examine a research paper rather than only focusing on its findings. I have learned how to identify a study's purpose, research questions, methodology, data collection methods, and approach of data analysis. I have also developed a clearer understanding of the difference between qualitative quantitative research and between primary and secondary data. These research skills will support my future studies by helping me assess academic evidence more carefully and select credible sources for assignments in future health and social care work. These skills will also help me understand research evidence and use it to make informed decisions when supporting service users in my future work.
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