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Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
This report is for a research paper titled: 'She didn't know how to go back': School attendance issues during the COVID-19 pandemic – A multiple stakeholder qualitative study with parents and professionals. This paper has been authored by Brontë McDonald, Kathryn J. Lester and Daniel Michelson, and published in the British Journal of Educational Psychology in 2023 (McDonald et al., 2023).
School attendance issues (SAPI) with primary school aged children present during and following the COVID-19 pandemic in the south of England are discussed. SAPs are situations where a child has difficulty attending school regularly, either by being absent or arriving late, or being removed from school. The authors were interested in how the pandemic (including school closures, new safety rules, and impacted routines) affected children who were already having a hard time going to school and children who were now having new attendance difficulties. The study also explored types of support parents and professionals saw as needed moving forward.
The research is focused on primary school children but the data collection is targeted on the adults around them: parents (mainly mothers) whose children are experiencing SAPs; and professionals working with primary aged children including headteachers, class teachers, educational psychologists, Education Mental Health Practitioners (EMHPs), SEN coordinators (SENCOs) and attendance officers. The location of all participants was in East Sussex, West Sussex and Brighton and Hove.
The topic has a strong relevance to health and social care in the UK as it is associated with life outcomes, child wellbeing and mental health, which are all aspects of school attendance. After the pandemic, the rate of persistent absence in England increased significantly, and children who had special educational needs (SEN) and/or had existing worries were particularly affected. Poor attendance has also been linked to lower academic outcomes, social isolation and an increased burden on family relationships and mental health care systems, which were already under strain during and since the pandemic, and have long waiting lists and limited capacity. Knowing the practical, real-life context of SAPs – beyond the numbers – enables health, education and social care staff to create more compassionate and effective support for families instead of relying on punitive measures for attendance.
Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question
The purpose of the study was to discuss, from a multiplicative standpoint, how SAPs were presented to children in primary school during the COVID-19 pandemic and to recommend ways to implement interventions in the community. Three broad research questions were explored: What are factors associated with SAPs during the pandemic? What formal and informal sources of support have been made available to families and how effective do these sources of support being found? What additional approaches could support children and families affected by SAPs, and how feasible would these be to implement? (McDonald et al., 2023).
Section 3: Understanding the Research Methods
Quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods research
The three general ways of research needs to be defined before assessing the methods adopted in this paper. Quantitative research aims to gather numerical data or scores, rates, or survey responses that can be statistically analysed to detect patterns, test relationships, and generalise results to a larger population (Rana & Chimoriya, 2025). Qualitative research, on other hand, focuses on understanding people's experiences, opinions and meaning of what they think is happening. It usually involves collecting non-numerical data, such as interview transcripts or written accounts, and looking for themes and patterns within this data (Renjith et al., 2021). Mixed-methods research is a combination of quantitative and qualitative research methods that are both conducted simultaneously or planned systematically within a single study, where the numerical data and the personal one support and enhance each other (Rana & Chimoriya, 2025).
The approach used in this study
The paper by McDonald et al. (2023) is a qualitative research paper. A few statistics about attendance are stated as context but the actual data gathered from the participants consisted of non-numerical data: written open-ended responses and narrative oral data. Two phases of a qualitative design were followed. The parent and professional questionnaires were administered online and consisted of open-ended free-text questions as opposed to closed questions during Phase 1, allowing participants to express their experiences in their own terms. In Phase 2, a smaller number of parents and professionals participated in semi-structured interviews, around 45 to 60 minutes in length to enable the researchers to explore the issues raised in Phase 1 in more detail. The researchers were interested in knowing what was happening in the life of SAPs, rather than merely quantifying the prevalence, and so, a qualitative approach was deemed appropriate.
Primary and secondary data
Primary data is information that is gathered by the researchers for the specific purpose of their study, whereas Secondary data is the information already gathered and used by researchers for a different purpose, e.g., government statistics or already published research (Rana & Chimoriya, 2025). The surveys and interviews with parents and professionals are examples of primary data sources because they are those that have been collected by the research team specifically for this study. For the purposes of context, the national data on attendance provided in the introduction to this report are examples of secondary data as their collection occurred for a different purpose to this study – that is, for routine monitoring which was not done for this study.
Data collection
Phase 1 data is gathered by way of online qualitative surveys in spring 2021. Twenty-nine parents of children attending the primary schools and 19 professionals in primary education answered six open-ended questions regarding their understanding of the nature of the school attendance difficulties, the reasons for these difficulties and the support that had, or had not, been useful. Phase 2 was in-depth interviews with 22 participants (10 parents and 12 professionals) of which some had also completed the Phase 1 survey and some had joined the study at Phase 2. Interviews were conducted via telephone or Zoom video call and were recorded and verbatim transcribed to avoid losing or misremembering words of the interviewee(s).
Data analysis
Thematic framework analysis was used to analyse the survey and interview data using a structured approach, which is a widely used method in health and social care research (McDonald et al., 2023, as cited in Gale et al., 2013). This included several stages: repeated reading of the data, creating a structure of categories according to the research questions and initial impressions of the data, sorting the data by the categories (indexing), structuring the data in a more manageable, visual way (charting), and finally, thematic consolidation to create a general picture (mapping, interpretation). The analysis was a combination of both a deductive approach, in which the framework was driven by the research questions and an inductive approach, in which new themes were allowed to emerge directly from what the participants said. This led to 3 broad themes: factors affecting SAPs such as worries about COVID, new school rules and need to catch up at school; actions taken in response to SAPs such as working with the family at home, accommodating a child's distress, and peer support for parents; and needs for further support such as re-establishing connections with school staff, earlier intervention and peer support for parents.
Section 4: Conclusion
The qualitative study by McDonald et al. (2023) into attendance issues in schools during the COVID-19 pandemic has been divided into its main components. The paper discussed the reasons why children in primary school in Sussex were not attending school on a regular basis and emphasised the anxiety around COVID, disrupted routines, academic pressure and the quality of home-school relationships as key factors. Data collection was conducted by using a two-phase qualitative design where primary data were collected using open-ended surveys and semi-structured interviews were used after the primary data were collected and then analysed using thematic framework analysis. The findings clearly highlighted the importance of early, non-judgemental and collaborative support for families, not punishment for attendance, which aligns with broader UK evidence of the links between children's mental health, SEN and school absence (Connolly et al., 2023; Centre for Mental Health & CYPMHC, 2024; Office for National Statistics, 2023). 
I have found that critically working through this paper has enhanced my critical reading skills in the research, not just looking at the conclusion. I am now more confident in identifying the difference between qualitative and quantitative approaches, understanding why a particular approach is suitable to a particular research question and the difference between primary and secondary data. I have also gained an appreciation of how the sampling, context and analytic approach in a study may impact the extent to which its results can be generalised to other contexts. The skills that I am developing in this research will benefit my future academic tasks, where I will need to assess research, as well as future practice in health and social care, where I will need to consider the research as a base for making decisions that cannot be made based on assumptions.
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