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Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
Tittle of the paper is ‘She didn't know how to go back’: School Attendance Issues in the Context of the Covid-19 Pandemic. A Qualitative Study Involving Multiple Stakeholders, including parents and Professionals. The paper was written by Brontë McDonald, Kathryn J. Laster and Daniel Michelson (2023) in British Journal of Educational Psychology. The research was conducted at The King's London's Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience. 

According to McDonald et al. (2023), poor school attendance is associated with lower academic achievement, school dropout, unemployment and mental health difficulties. The authors also highlight that attendance problems often begin during primary school, making early intervention essential. 
 The COVID‑19 Pandemic resulted in school closures across the UK and around the world, and persistent absence rates went up after schools reopened. In England, 22% of children were persistently absent in Autumn 2021 (missing more than 10% of sessions); even when COVID-related illness absences were eliminated, the rate was still higher than before the pandemic. At the same time, child and parental mental health worsened, support services were disrupted, and home school communication became more difficult due to social distancing rules. These changes suggested that new psychological and contextual pressures were driving SAPs.
The research topic was developed in response to these two concerns, the long-standing knowledge that SAPs harm children’s long-term outcomes, and the current pandemic related increase in absences and anxiety. The authors identified a gap in how different stakeholders (parents, school staff and other professionals) explain SAPs and what support they see as helpful, particularly for primary school children. In UK health and social care this is very important as persistent absence is very much linked to child mental health, family stress and later social and economic disadvantage. Knowledge of SAPs in a COVID‑19 context will enable services to design early community-based interventions that do not require specialist mental health or social care and can better support children in their lives and education trajectories.




Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question
[bookmark: _Int_sOKxeESW]The study aimed to understand how school attendance problems emerged among primary school aged children during COVID-19 and to identify effective community based interventions. It focused on three research questions: 
· What factors were linked to school attendance problems during the pandemic? 
· What formal and informal support sources were used before and during the pandemic and how effective were they? 
· What additional interventions could help affected children and families, and how could these be implemented? 
These questions align with current attendance policy, which emphasizes early identification and support to prevent severe attendance issues. 

Section 3: Understanding the Research Methods  
Research methods are tools and approaches used to gather and understand information. Measurements, statistics, and numbers are the main topics of quantitative research. To find patterns, rates, or relationships, it often uses large samples, surveys with closed questions, tests or numerical records. Words, meaning, experiences, and opinions are the main topics of qualitative research. It is used when researchers wish to understand how people think, feel, or understand a problem. To get both numerical data and a more in depths explanation, mixed methods research mixes both quantitative and qualitative approaches in one study. 
In this paper the study is mainly qualitative as the data came from open ended surveys and semi structured interviews, and the analysis was more about themes than numbers. Although the design is described as “qualitative mixed method design with two sequential phases,” this does not mean quantitative statistics in the usual sense. The use of two qualitative stages and different qualitative data collection methods creates the “mixed” skill, to look more closely at the same issues, the researchers first got written comments from people before doing a more in-depth interview. 
This approach was appropriate since school attendance problems can be complicated and affected by emotions, family life, school systems and social context. The researchers would have known how many kids missed school if they had only used statistics, but they would not have been able to know why families were having issues, how children felt about going back to school, or why some support groups weren’t working properly. Qualitative research is very useful when it is about people's voices and understanding the reality of people’s experiences. 
It is also important to mention the difference between primary and secondary data collection. Primary data is information that was collected from the researcher directly for the purpose of the study, interviews, questionnaires, focus groups or observations. Secondary data is information which is already there and is used by the researcher (government statistics, report, case files, or school records). In this study, the main data was primary data because the writers directly collected information from parents and professional through surveys and interviews. In the introduction, the report also mentioned official statistics and other published material, but they were not the primary study data, rather they were background information (Ioe.ac.uk, 2026). 
The study was conducted in two phases. In Phase 1, the researchers conducted qualitative surveys with parents and professionals working with primary school children. Unlike the standard questionnaires, these surveys asked open-ended questions, so that participants could answer in their own words. Each group answered six specific questions: parents discussed absenteeism before and during the pandemic, their views on schooling, causes, and support needs, and professionals focused on high-risk groups, post-lockdown challenges, good practice, and service development.
The sample included 19 professionals and 29 parents. Professionals were recruited through schools, local authorities, and educational psychology services, and parents were reached through social media groups to make sure that participants had relevant experiences.
[bookmark: _Int_YrnLArzL]In Phase 2, the researchers did informal interviews. An informal interview is when the interviewer uses a topic guide with planned questions and can ask to follow up questions and go deeper about what is important. This is helpful in qualitative research because you have structure and still allow the participants to speak their minds. The second phase was built directly on the first, since the topic guides for the interviews were created following a first review of the survey data. Its strength is that it provides a step-by-step account of the study's creation. Phase 2 included 10 parents and 12 professionals. Some of them had participant in phase and agreed to future contact, while others were newly recruited straight into the interview phase. Interviews were done in the form of telephone or zoom between July and August 2021 and lasted between 45 to 60 minutes and were audio recorded, recorded word for word. Because they allow researchers to examine what was said rather than depending just on memory, recoding and transcription are important. 
A key strength of the study is that it has more than one stakeholder group in the study. By meeting parents and professionals, the researcher could compare their opinions and get a sense of which group was right or wrong. For example, some professionals were focussed on parenting, so some parents felt that they were being blamed or misunderstood by schools. This sort of comparison is important in health and social care, where professionals need to know different viewpoints before planning support. 
The focus on primary schools' children is another strength because they are often overlooked in attendance studies and the study included a current concern related to covid 19 and service access. However, the parent sample was mainly white British mothers in one area of England, so the findings might not represent fathers, other ethnic groups or different regions. Even so, the themes still matter, as they are linked to wider policy debated and national concerns about school attendance. (Children’s Commissioner for England, n.d.)
For a health and social care student, the paper shows how qualitative research can provide detailed in sight into complicated problems. Some of the problems can't be explained just by numbers and are at odds with what is understood by numbers, and it is important to understand that in order for an organisation to improve on its services and provide better services, they need to listen to how those real-life experience relationships and emotions. 

Section 4: Conclusion 
The paper by McDonald, Lester and Michelson on school attendance problems because of COVID-19 was reviewed in this report. It is important because it represents primary school-aged children and considers parents and professionals' opinions. The problem of school attendance was caused by many intertwined variables (pre-existing anxiety, special educational needs, changing school routines, concerns about academic catch-up, weak home-school communication) and school-based communication. It also demonstrates that early intervention, cooperation and community-based support are required to provide effective support.
This assignment also has helped in developing greater knowledge of research methods and research skills. It has laid bare the difference between quantitative, qualitative and mixed-methods research and explained why qualitative methods were appropriate for this study. It has also made clear the difference between primary and secondary data and how surveys, interviews and thematic analysis work in practice.
The report has also shown that the research was mainly qualitative and was conducted in two stages, surveys with open questions and guided conversations. The study collected primary data while analysing the data by grouping it into themes using a framework. This method was suitable because the researchers wanted in depth understanding rather than numerical measurement. Links with wider UK evidence also explain why this issue matters across education, health and social care, since many children have challenges related to mental health, SEND, and access to help, and the of ongoing absences form school is still high. (NHS England, 2014)
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