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[bookmark: _Toc237798284]1. Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
The research paper chosen 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, by McDonald, Lester, and Michelson (2023), published in the British Journal of Educational Psychology. The study looks at school attendance problems (SAPs) among primary school kids after the COVID-19 pandemic shook things up. It explores the experiences of parents and professionals to better understand what affects kids ability to go to school and what support might help.
School attendance is an important concern because missing school can hurt kids education, wellbeing, and future growth. The research points out several reasons for attendance issues, like pre-existing anxiety, special educational needs (SEN), trouble adjusting to school routines, worries about catching up academically, and poor communication between families and schools. The pandemic made things even trickier, as school closures messed up kids routines, and for some, going back to in-person classes brought extra anxiety and adjustment challenges (McDonald et al., 2023).
Anxiety plays a big role in school attendance. Studies show a link between anxiety and poor attendance, suggesting that emotional struggles can make it hard for kids to go to school regularly (Finning et al., 2019). School refusal has also been linked to anxiety, with evidence showing that anxiety can be a key reason kids hesitate or can’t go to school (Tekin and Aydın, 2022). This means attendance problems might be tied to emotional issues, not just a lack of desire to attend.
This issue is also important in England. Official stats for the 2021/22 school year reveal high levels of pupil absence and persistent absence in schools across the country (Department for Education, 2023). The Children's Commissioner for England pointed out the complexity of school absence, showing that there are many reasons kids struggle to attend, and understanding these reasons is important to providing the right support (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2022). The importance of relationships between families and schools is backed by evidence that strong partnerships can boost kids academic and social-emotional success (Smith et al., 2020). So, this research paper addresses an important issue by looking at school attendance from different angles and recognising the impact of kids emotional needs, families, and schools (McDonald et al., 2023).
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The purpose of the research was to understand school attendance problems for primary school kids during the COVID-19 pandemic and find community-based ways to help. The study had three main questions. First, it looked at what caused school attendance issues during the pandemic. Second, it checked out the support available for kids and families and how well it worked. Finally, it explored other ways to help families facing attendance problems and how to put those ideas into action (McDonald et al., 2023).
These questions mattered because school attendance issues can come from many connected causes. The research aimed to see the problem from different angles instead of treating absence as just one issue with one answer.
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Research methods are the approaches used to gather and analyse information to answer a question. For this study, we focus on three main approaches: quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods research.
Quantitative research is all about numerical data that can be measured and analysed with stats. This is great for spotting patterns, relationships, or differences between groups. For example, attendance rates or how many kids are missing school. This type of research gives us clear findings that help us see trends in a bigger group.
Qualitative research dives into people's experiences, opinions, and feelings. It usually gives us info through interviews, observations, focus groups, and open-ended surveys. This approach helps us understand how people view a certain issue and why they act a certain way. It’s especially useful when we want to grasp personal experiences instead of just counting events. In school attendance, qualitative research helps us uncover the emotional, family, and school-related reasons behind attendance issues (McDonald et al., 2023).
Mixed-methods research is a blend of both quantitative and qualitative approaches in one project. It lets researchers gather numbers while also digging deeper into participants' experiences. We can collect the two types of data separately and then look at them together for a fuller picture. This method is perfect when a research question needs both measurable info and detailed stories.
The study we’re looking at uses a qualitative design with two phases of data collection. Although the authors call it a “qualitative, mixed-method design,” the data collected and analysed is mostly qualitative. In the first phase, parents and professionals working with primary-school kids filled out qualitative surveys. The results from this phase helped shape the questions for the second phase, which involved more in-depth interviews.
Using two phases was smart for this study because the researchers wanted to see a complex issue from different angles. In Phase 1, 29 parents and 19 professionals took part. The parents had kids with school attendance problems, while the professionals included teachers, educational psychologists, and attendance service staff. Phase 2 had 10 parents and 12 professionals. Parents were found through social media and community groups, while professionals were recruited from schools and local services in Southern England.
The second phase included semi-structured interviews. These chats let researchers dig deeper into the issues found in the first phase. The interviews were done over the phone or Zoom and lasted about 45–60 minutes. They were recorded, transcribed, and anonymised before analysis. This way, participants could share their stories in their own words, which was crucial because the study focused on families' and professionals' experiences, not just attendance numbers (McDonald et al., 2023).
This study stands out from research that mainly uses secondary data. Secondary data is collected by someone else for a different reason. For example, government attendance stats can give us useful background on absence in England (Department for Education, 2023). But the main evidence in McDonald et al. (2023) came directly from participants, letting researchers explore issues that might not show up in attendance stats alone.
The researchers analysed the survey and interview data using thematic framework analysis. This means they organised qualitative info into themes to spot important patterns in participants' responses. The analysis was done step-by-step across both data sets. The final findings were grouped into three main areas: factors causing school attendance problems, responses to these issues, and areas needing more support.
There are pros and cons to this approach. A big plus is that using both surveys and interviews let researchers gather views from a larger group before diving deeper into key issues. Including both parents and professionals meant the research didn’t rely on just one perspective. This is important because family-school relationships can affect kids education and emotional well-being (Smith et al., 2020). The only limitation of the study was that it was focused on the education system in Southern England, which could limit how widely we can apply its findings (McDonald et al., 2023).
Overall, the qualitative approach was a good fit for the research because it let the researchers explore the experiences, worries, and support needs of families and professionals in detail. The mix of open-ended surveys and semi-structured interviews gave both breadth and depth, while thematic framework analysis helped organise different views into meaningful themes. This approach showed that school attendance problems can involve many connected factors, like anxiety, special educational needs, changes in routines, and family-school relationships (McDonald et al., 2023).
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The research paper gives an understanding of school attendance problems after the COVID-19 disruption. It shows that attendance issues can be linked to several factors, like anxiety, changes in school routines, special educational needs, academic concerns and family-school relationships. By gathering info from parents and professionals, the study shares different views on the challenges kids and their families face. It also points out how important early support, good relationships with school staff, and proper help for kids with extra needs are (McDonald et al., 2023).
The research methods used in the study show how great qualitative research is for exploring people's experiences. Surveys followed by interviews helped the researchers spot key issues and dig deeper into them. Thematic framework analysis organised participants' experiences into main themes, giving the researchers a clearer picture of school attendance problems than just looking at attendance stats (McDonald et al., 2023).
This assignment has also helped develop my research skills. I have learned that different sources offer different types of information and that it's key to check the reliability and purpose of a source before using it. I have developed a better understanding of how to tell apart trustworthy academic sources, government guidance, and research from unreliable websites or unsupported opinions.
These skills will help me in my future studies and career because decisions should be based on solid evidence. Being able to find the right sources, understand research methods, and evaluate evidence will help me make smarter choices when researching topics about kids, education, and wellbeing.
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