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The research paper “‘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 Brontë McDonald, Kathryn J. Lester, and Daniel Michelson (2023) explores the issue of school attendance problems among primary school children following the COVID-19 pandemic. The study examines why some children found it difficult to return to school after lockdowns and how these difficulties affected children, families, and education professionals.
The main problem investigated in the paper is the increase in school attendance difficulties after periods of school closure and social restrictions. During the pandemic, many children became accustomed to learning from home and spending more time with their families. When schools reopened, some children experienced significant anxiety, stress, and uncertainty about returning to the classroom environment. The researchers found that children who already had emotional, behavioral, or special educational needs were particularly vulnerable to attendance problems. Many children worry about becoming ill, spreading the virus to family members, or coping with changes in school routines and expectations.
The research focuses on primary school children experiencing attendance difficulties, as well as their parents and carers and education professionals, including teachers and school staff. By gathering the views of both parents and professionals, the study provides a broad understanding of the challenges faced by children and the support needed to help them successfully return to school.
This topic is highly important within UK health and social care because school attendance is closely linked to a child's overall wellbeing, mental health, social development, and future life opportunities. Children who regularly miss school are at greater risk of experiencing loneliness, low self-esteem, poor academic achievement, and long-term mental health difficulties. The findings highlight how emotional wellbeing and education are interconnected and demonstrate the need for health, education, and social care services to work together to support vulnerable children.
The study also emphasizes the importance of early intervention, effective communication between schools and families, and access to mental health support. Understanding the factors that contribute to school attendance problems can help professionals develop strategies to reduce barriers to attendance and improve outcomes for children. Overall, this research provides valuable insights into the lasting impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on children and highlights the need for coordinated support to promote their wellbeing and educational success.





Understanding the Purpose and Research Question 
This study aimed to gain a deeper understanding of why some primary school children struggled to return to school after the COVID-19 lockdowns. The researchers were interested in learning about the experiences of both parents and education professionals who supported children facing attendance difficulties. Rather than focusing only on attendance rates, the study explored the reasons behind these challenges, including emotional, social, and environmental factors. The researchers also wanted to identify what forms of support were effective and what barriers existed. Ultimately, the study sought to provide insights that could help schools and support services better meet the needs of children experiencing attendance problems.




Understanding the Research Methods 
Research methods are basically the ways researchers go about collecting and making sense of information so they can answer a specific question. The method chosen depends on what the researchers are trying to find out. In this study about school attendance problems after COVID-19, the researchers were more interested in people’s experiences and reasons behind behavior rather than measuring numbers, so the approach they used was qualitative.
To understand this properly, it helps to look at the three main types of research: quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods.
Quantitative research is all about numbers. It deals with measurable data that can be counted or analyzed statistically. For example, a quantitative study might look at attendance rates before and after the pandemic or calculate how many children missed school due to anxiety. This type of research often uses structured questionnaires with fixed answers, large-scale surveys, or official records. The main aim is to spot patterns or trends across a big group of people, but it does not usually go into detail about personal experiences.
Qualitative research, on the other hand, focuses on understanding the meaning, feelings, and experiences of living. Instead of numbers, it uses words and descriptions. Researchers might use interviews, open-ended questionnaires, or group discussions to gather detailed responses. This approach is useful when you want to understand why something is happening or how people are experiencing a situation. It gives a much deeper insight into emotions, thoughts, and behaviors.
Mixed-methods research combines both approaches. This means researchers collect both numerical data and detailed personal accounts. For example, they might use a survey to get general statistics and then interviews to explore those findings more deeply. This approach is often used because it gives a fuller picture of the issue.
The study ‘She didn't know how to go back’: School attendance problems in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic uses a qualitative approach. This is because the researchers were mainly trying to understand the experiences of parents and education professionals, rather than measure attendance in numbers. They wanted to explore how and why children were struggling to return to school after lockdowns, which is something best understood through detailed personal accounts.
The research used primary data, meaning the information was collected first-hand by the researchers themselves. This is different from secondary data, which is information that already exists, such as government reports, school statistics, or previous studies. Primary data is collected specifically for the purpose of answering the research question, making it very relevant to the topic being studied.
In this study, the researchers gathered data in two main ways: online surveys with open-ended questions and semi-structured interviews. The surveys allowed parents and professionals to write freely about their experiences in their own words. Because the questions were open-ended, participants were not restricted from setting up answers, which meant they could explain their thoughts in more detail.
The second method, semi-structured interviews, involved speaking directly with a smaller group of participants. The researchers had a set of guiding questions, but the conversations were flexible. This meant participants could expand their answers and bring up issues that were important to them. This type of interview is useful because it often reveals information that the researcher might not have thought about directly.
The participants included parents of primary school children who had experienced school attendance problems, as well as education professionals such as teachers and school staff. Having both groups involved was important because it allowed the researchers to compare perspectives and get a more balanced understanding of the situation.
After collecting the information, the researchers had to analyze it. They used a method called thematic analysis. This involves carefully reading through all the responses and looking for common ideas or patterns. First, the researchers break the data down into smaller parts, then group similar ideas together. These groups are turned into “themes” that represent the main findings of the study.
For example, some of the themes in this research included children feeling anxious about returning to school, difficulties adjusting after long periods at home, and the importance of good communication between parents and schools. These themes help explain what was really going on behind the attendance problems.
One of the strengths of this approach is that it gives a rich and detailed understanding of people’s experiences, which is especially useful when studying something as complex as behavior and emotions. However, a limitation is that because the number of participants is usually smaller than in quantitative research, the findings cannot always be applied to every child or school in the UK.
Overall, the qualitative method was a good choice for this study because it allowed the researchers to explore personal experiences in depth and understand the real-life impact of COVID-19 on school attendance.



Conclusion
To sum up, this report looked at the study “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 focus of the research was to understand why some primary school children struggled to return to school after the COVID-19 lockdowns. It showed that this was not due to one single reason, but a mix of factors such as anxiety, changes in routine, worries about illness, and difficulties readjusting to school life after being at home for so long. The study also made it clear that support from both schools and families plays a really important role in helping children re-engage with education.
In terms of methods, the report explained the difference between quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods research and identified that this study used a qualitative approach. The researchers collected first-hand information through surveys with open questions and interviews with parents and education professionals. They then used thematic analysis to pick out common ideas and patterns from what people said. This helped them build a clearer picture of the real-life experiences behind attendance problems, rather than just focusing on numbers.
Personally, going through this has helped me understand research a bit better, especially how different methods suit different types of questions. I can see now that qualitative research is useful when you want to understand people’s feelings and experiences in more depth, which is something numbers alone can’t always show. I’ve also learned how important it is to organize and interpret data carefully so that meaningful conclusions can be made. I think these skills will be useful going forward in my studies, especially when I need to look at research critically or use evidence in assignments related to health and social
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