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

[bookmark: _Toc234505503]Section 1
 Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
For this report the research paper studied was ‘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' by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023) published in The British Journal of Educational Psychology. This study examines the impact of Covid-19 on school attendance for children and young people in the UK. It examines experiences of parents and professionals supporting children with difficulties transitioning back into school after school closures, homeschooling and social restrictions due to covid. The researchers' purposes were to learn about some of the causes of low attendance and how schools and agencies could do more to support and counteract low attendance (McDonald et al., 2023).
Children's attendance strongly correlates with their educational attainment, their wellbeing and their future life chances. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, school attendance issues had been identified as a key challenge in education and health services. But the pandemic posed further challenges with the school closure, virtual schoolwork, social distancing and escalating anxiety for kids and parents. Following the restrictions being lifted, many pupils faced challenges when trying to get back to school, due to fear, mental health issues, a lack of routine and low self-confidence. These issues are more apparent in the post-Covid recovery phase and impact many families in the UK today (Dee, 2024; Santibañez and Guarino, 2021).
The research primarily targets parents and practitioners, as these are the people interacting with children who had difficulties attending school, and those who worked with them on their behalf, such as educational staff. Researchers did not directly interview kids but instead surveyed the views of adults who assisted children during the pandemic. This proved an effective way to gain an understanding of the issues for families and to reinforce how children could be supported and prepared for re-entry into the school system by involving both the school and health and support providers.
This is a pertinent topic and a key concern in UK health and social care since there is a strong link between low attendance at school and poor educational, psychological and social outcomes. Frequent school absenteeism increases the risk that children will experience school underachievement, isolation, emotional problems and diminished employment prospects later in life. Children with attendance difficulties may receive help from a variety of agencies, including health and social care, which includes school nurses, mental health professionals and social workers. School attendance issues can only be addressed effectively with interventions based on the understanding of the reasons why children miss school. COVID-19-induced learning disruptions have further exacerbated educational gaps and fostered a need for more coordinated care between education and health systems (Kuhfeld et al., 2020; Vidal, Hinson and Bartolini, 2024). Hence, this research can give relevant evidence to enhance future practice, policy making and service provision in the UK.
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Understanding the Purpose and Research Question
Aim
This study aims to understand the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on school attendance difficulties in the UK in more detail.
Objectives
· To analyse COVID-19's effect on school attendance.
· To listen to parents' and professionals' experiences of school attendance issues.
· To identify the main barriers affecting children's return to school after the pandemic.
· To determine what to do to facilitate successful school reintegration.
· To provide information for future educational and health care for children who have attendance issues. 
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Understanding the Research Methods
Research methods are the procedures used by researchers to gather, analyse, and discover data. Various research questions will involve a range of methods and can be further categorised according to the variable that is being measured (numerical variable), or the experiences or beliefs of people (categorical variable), or both types of evidence (McDonald et al., 2023).
The focus of quantitative research is on gathering and interpreting numerical data. Typically, researchers will analyse surveys, questionnaires, experiments, or they will analyse a statistical database to look for patterns, relationships, and differences between groups. Quantitative studies tend to have a large number of subjects, and they have results that can be generalised to larger populations. It employs statistical analysis to identify whether the differences observed are significant or not, as well as to test research hypotheses (Nathwani et al., 2021).
Qualitative research is distinct because there is an emphasis on understanding people's experiences, beliefs, opinions, and behaviours. Qualitative researchers are interested in getting detailed information from the people in their study, rather than collecting numbers; they use interviews, focus groups, observations or written narratives. This technique offers the participants the opportunity to articulate their experiences in their own words, which gives a better description of social and emotional phenomena. Qualitative research can be especially useful when researchers are interested in understanding the reasons why problems are occurring rather than measuring the degree to which they are occurring.
Mixed-methods research is a research approach that utilises both quantitative and qualitative methods. Scientific investigations could start with the collection of quantitative data to look at patterns, followed by interviews to explain and expand on the patterns. Or both types of data may be gathered on the same date and analysed jointly. Mixed-methods research gives a wider picture through its use of numeric data, as well as experiences and contextual information.
McDonald et al. (2023) wrote a selected research paper that is designed using qualitative research. This was fitting as the researchers were interested in exploring the lived experience of parents and professionals who support the child experiencing attendance issues, before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. The study was not aimed at computing frequencies of attendance and making between-group statistical comparisons. Instead, it delved into participants' reflections on their thoughts, emotions and experiences in relation to school refusal, to anxiety and returning to school after lockdown.
The qualitative approach was quite appropriate since school attendance issues are interrelated with various social, emotional and environmental factors. To identify why this is happening – and how – for some children, and how families were affected, we need to complement numerical data with qualitative interviews. Participants were able to provide feedback on the impact of the pandemic on children’s confidence, mental health and families' connections and activities with school via interviews. The study hence generated detailed descriptions which may not have been obtained through questionnaires alone.
Primary and secondary data collection is one of the important concepts in research methodology. Primary data is information gathered first-hand by the researcher for his/her study. Examples are interview, questionnaire, observation and experiment. The gathering of primary data provides researchers with greater control over the quality of the data and the methods used to gather the data, as well as data that is directly usable to answer the research questions.
On the other hand, Secondary Data is the information already gathered by different researchers or organisations. Some of these include published journal articles, government reports, medical records, census and educational databases. Secondary data analysis can be cheaper and faster, as it already exists. But researchers have less control over the original collection of the data and its adequacy in meeting the research goals of the current study.
The study by McDonald et al. (2023) was based on PRIMARY data collection. The researchers gathered new information from the participants rather than analysing information from others or available published information. This allowed them to hear directly from families and professionals about how they had experienced school attendance issues during the time of COVID-19. The use of primary data was suitable as the study was based on personal experiences, which were not well-covered by previous studies.
Semi-structured interviews were the major technique used for data collection. Semi-structured interviews consist of developing a set of guiding questions, but keeping them open for interviewees to bring up other issues they may feel are relevant. This will allow researchers to elicit further responses if it is of interest and keep the conversation flow going. Semi-structured interviews give more detailed and richer information than the structured questionnaires, as the participant can describe their views in their own words.
Parents of children who were having difficulties attending school and professionals involved in education and support services were among the participants. The interpretation of the study was strengthened by the use of several stakeholder groups, as it enabled the researchers to compare and contrast perspectives relating to the same issue. Parents talked of the difficulties they had with them, and professionals talked of the support that schools have tried to make available to the pupils returning from lockdown. Gathering data from multiple groups added to the validity of the results, and the extent of the consistency and disagreements among the groups.
Researchers analysed the responses to the interviews following a thematic analysis procedure. One of the most widely used qualitative data analysis methods is thematic analysis, which aims to reveal patterns of ideas, concepts and texts in ordinary conversations and interviews as part of a content analysis. The researchers read the interview texts several times to get to know them. They coded the statements that had meaning for them, and then clustered coded statements into general themes, or important parts of participants' experiences.
The researchers used thematic analysis to determine various important themes explaining the myriad reasons why the problems of school attendance rose after the pandemic. These included an increased awareness of children's worries, disruption to their daily routines, reduced confidence in coming back to school, challenges to accessing support services and the need for good relationships between school and families. The other key issues identified were flexible education models and greater information flow between professionals and parents during times of educational disruption.
Overall, the results suggest that a single factor will not explain school attendance concerns. But rather come about due to various factors influencing a child's mental well-being, household dynamics, educational settings, and external life events, like the COVID-19 pandemic. Other researchers have shown similar trends, concluding that extended school closures led to learning loss and emotional strain and decreased engagement in that learning for many children (Kuhfeld et al., 2020; Havik and Ingul, 2022). In addition, parents' perceptions of the risk of infection, children's fear, and limited access to support services affected school attendance during the pandemic (Kroshus et al., 2020; Chua et al., 2021). The qualitative approach adopted for this study was suitably applied as it produced detailed content evidence of the experiences of the participants and revealed practical issues which statistical analysis alone might not show. The results were an important source of advice for schools, health care organisations, and policymakers looking for ways to better serve children with attendance issues after large-scale public health crises.
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[bookmark: _ymskjcan66v2]This report has explored the research paper by McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023), which looked at issues around school attendance in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, from the perspective of parents and professionals in the UK. Reasons why many children struggled to get back into school after lockdown and the importance of mental health, family support and effective communication between school and healthcare professionals. The study showed that there is not a single influence that dictates the attendance that an individual pupil has at school, but rather several interrelated factors.
The report also provided valuable definitions of some important research approaches such as quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods research. This study made use of a qualitative research approach as the participants' experiences were the focus of the research through participants' semi-structured interviews. The primary data came from parents and professionals directly and was analysed thematically to see which themes emerged throughout the different parents' and professionals' responses. Such a methodological approach allowed the researchers to acquire a comprehensive picture of school attendance issues and to conceptualise useful solutions that could improve school attendance and students' educational and healthcare services.
I have become more aware of how research literacy will help me in my understanding of the need to select appropriate research methods when answering different types of questions in completing this report. I have learnt that qualitative research can be used to provide a lot of information about people's experiences, whereas quantitative research would be better for looking at patterns and relationships numerically. Being aware of research methodology will enable me to gain a critical insight into research papers in the future and use research in health and social care practice based on evidence. The skills learnt will also help my future study on the subject as I will be able to find credible evidence, interpret the findings of research accurately and be able to make decisions based on high-quality research.
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