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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. 
Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
The research paper analysed in this report is titled “She didn’t know how to go back”: School attendance problems in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. It was written by Brontë McDonald, Kathryn J. Lester and Daniel Michelson and published in 2023 in the British Journal of Educational Psychology. The study examines the issues with school attendance that some children had when they returned to school after the COVID-19 pandemic and the factors that contributed to these challenges. The researchers aim to explore the experiences of parents and professionals to better understand the issues preventing children from returning to school as well as identifying ways to support them.
The research topic was developed in response to the massive disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. During the national lockdown, schools across the UK were closed to most pupils, and teaching was educated remotely. Many children returned successfully to school when classes resumed, but some still struggled to attend. School attendance problems had already been linked to factors such as anxiety, emotional wellbeing, and special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). However, there were limited evidence about the pandemic’s impact on children’s return to school. This lack of knowledge suggested a need to further investigate the experiences of families and professionals during this unique time and to identify what strategies were effective in supporting school attendance.
The research focused mainly on primary school children in England who had attendance problems after the pandemic. Although the children were the primary population of interest, data were also collected directly from parents and professionals such as teachers, educational psychologists and mental health practitioners. These participants were able to give detailed accounts of difficulties faced by children and the support available within school settings.
[bookmark: _Int_2LlCCTnB]This is an important topic for health and social care in the UK, as the Department for Education (2026) recognises that regular school attendance is essential for children’s learning, well-being and wider development. Children who are out of school for long periods may be more likely to develop anxiety, feel isolated and experience worse mental health outcomes (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). The NHS also recognises that anxiety can interfere with a child’s everyday life, including their ability to attend school, and may affect their emotional wellbeing (NHS, 2023). In order to identify children who require extra support and to promote positive wellbeing, health and social care professionals collaborate closely with families, schools, and other agencies. Understanding the factors that affect school attendance can enable professionals to develop appropriate interventions, improve communication between services, and provide early support for children and their families.
Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question
The aim of this study was to explore the reasons why some primary school children had experienced difficulties returning to school after the COVID-19 pandemic. The researchers were not testing a specific theory but aimed to understand the experiences and perspectives of parents and professionals about school attendance problems. This study aimed to identify the factors that prevented children from returning to school, the factors that influenced school attendance, and the types of support that encouraged children to re-engage with education. The findings were intended to inform future practice and improve the support provided to children and their families (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
Section 3: Understanding Research Methods
Research methods are the approaches used by researchers to gather and evaluate data to answer a research question or achieve a research objective. The three primary approaches to research are quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods. 
The main goal of quantitative research is to gather numerical data that can be measured and statistically analysed. It is widely used to test hypotheses, identify patterns and quantify the relationships between variables. Data is frequently gathered using techniques like multiple-choice questionnaires, experiments or existing statistical records. Larger sample sizes are typically used in quantitative research, which means the findings can be generalised to a broader population. 
Qualitative research explores people’s experiences, perspectives and behaviours. It does not collect numerical data, but descriptive information using techniques such as interviews, focus groups and open-ended survey questions. This approach enables researchers to explore participants’ thoughts and feelings and to gain deeper insights into complex issues that are not easily quantified.
Both quantitative and qualitative methods are applied in mixed-methods research. Researchers can benefit from the strengths of both approaches and obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the research topic by gathering both descriptive and numerical data (Creswell and Creswell, 2023).
After understanding the different approaches to research, it is important to identify the method used within the selected study.
McDonald, Lester, and Michelson's (2023) study employed a qualitative research methodology. The researchers wanted to investigate the experiences and perspectives of parents and professionals regarding children's school attendance problems after the COVID-19 pandemic; therefore, this approach was suitable. To better understand the factors influencing school attendance, the researchers collected detailed descriptions of participants’ experiences rather than numerical data or statistical analysis. By using a qualitative approach, the researchers were able to investigate the practical, social, and emotional difficulties that families and professionals experienced.
The findings identified the types of support that could increase school attendance and offered rich and detailed information that helped explain why some children found it difficult to return to school.
To understand how the researchers obtained this information, it is important to consider the type of data collected in the study.
Primary data is information collected directly by researchers for the purpose of answering their specific research question. This kind of information is gathered directly from participants using methods such as focus groups, questionnaires, interviews and observations. such as books, journal articles, government reports or existing databases. In contrast, secondary data refers to information collected by researchers or organisations for other purposes, for example, books, journal articles, government reports or existing databases. (Clark et al., 2026).
McDonald, Lester, and Michelson (2023) used primary data, as the researchers conducted semi-structured interviews and qualitative surveys to collect firsthand information from parents and education professionals. This enabled the researchers to build rich accounts that were directly relevant to the aims of the study. (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
Primary qualitative data were collected through online surveys and semi-structured interviews (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). The study invited education professionals and parents of primary school children experiencing school attendance problems. Open-ended questions in the online surveys allowed respondents to express their thoughts, experiences, and difficulties in their own words. Additionally, some participants were invited to semi-structured interviews in which the researchers used a set of planned questions and follow-up questions to elicit more detailed responses (Clark et al., 2026). These two methods enabled the researchers to collect rich, detailed data from different perspectives. Qualitative surveys and interviews were appropriate, as they invited participants to share their personal experiences and provided a deeper understanding of the factors influencing children’s school attendance following the COVID-19 pandemic. (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
Following data collection, the researchers analysed participants’ responses using thematic framework analysis to identify patterns and themes within their experiences (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). The method involves the identification, organisation and interpretation of patterns in participants’ responses to generate themes that capture important ideas in the data (Gale et al., 2013). The researchers became familiar with the data collected through the online surveys and semi-structured interviews prior to identifying key patterns and developing themes. Through this process, they were able to explore common experiences, challenges and support needs reported by parents and professionals (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). Thematic framework analysis was a suitable approach for this study since it enabled the researchers to investigate intricate individual experiences and comprehend the variables impacting children's issues with school attendance following the COVID-19 pandemic.
The researchers were able to obtain a deeper understanding of the experiences of families and professionals through the use of qualitative methods; however, since the findings were based on the individual accounts of the participants, they may not fully represent the experiences of all children who struggle with school attendance.
Section 4: Conclusion 
This report reviews the research paper ‘She didn’t know how to go back’: School attendance problems in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic’. McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023) investigated the experiences of parents and professionals to understand what factors were impacting children’s return to school following the COVID-19 pandemic. Researchers used a qualitative research method by collecting primary data through online surveys and semi-structured interviews. The researchers were able to identify common experiences, obstacles, and support needs related to school attendance issues by using thematic framework analysis to analyse the data (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
Reflection of learning
Completing this report has increased my knowledge of research skills and the importance of choosing the right methods to answer research questions. I have developed my ability to evaluate how researchers gather and analyse information and recognise the strengths and limitations of different approaches. These skills will aid me in future studies, as I will be able to critically evaluate evidence and use credible information. They will also be useful in health and social care practice where professionals need to understand people’s experiences and use research evidence to provide effective support (Aveyard, 2023).
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