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[bookmark: _Toc235312025]Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
[bookmark: _Toc235312026]1.1 Title, Authors, Year, Journal, Brief Introduction
The research paper chosen for this assessment 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, written by McDonald, Lester and Michelson and published in 2022 in a peer-reviewed education and psychology journal. The paper explores the reasons behind the increase in and severity of school attendance issues (SAPs) in children in the primary school age population following the disruption to normal schooling brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic.
[bookmark: _Toc235312027]1.2 SAPs, COVID Disruption and Mental Health
The topic was developed and is not just 'taken out of the air'. The long periods of school closures, frequent shifts from in-person to remote learning in schools, and inconsistent rules and regulations disrupted children's routine, which is normally a key driver in maintaining attendance. For many pupils, this was not just an inconvenience: it took away the daily routines of meeting peers and teachers and the daily routine that kept their anxiety manageable. Children who were already worried or anxious, as well as children with SEN, were overwhelmed when school resumed, as the skills and confidence required for life in a busy school had not been practised for a few months (Winfield et al., 2023). Concerns about parents being infected and reduced interaction with school staff made it more difficult to challenge a child's reluctance to attend, and, as a result, the avoidance was allowed to grow rather than being tackled at an early stage (Saha and Saha, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc235312028]1.3 Participants
The study is centred on primary-school-aged children, but their voices are represented indirectly, through the accounts of the parents caring for them and the professionals working with them, such as teachers and support staff. The multiple-stakeholder design mirrors the fact that decisions regarding a child's attendance are typically made jointly, and not only by the child, between the family and the school in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc235312029]1.4 Importance to UK Health and Social Care
This is an important issue in UK health and social care for several interrelated reasons. Persistent absence is linked closely to safeguarding, as children who are consistently off school are not as visible to a professional to spot signs of harm or neglect. It is also a wellbeing issue as over time, missed days at school can increase anxiety, not alleviate it. Effective action on SAPs requires multi-agency working with schools, local authorities and health services, with educational psychology and, if mental health needs are relevant, NHS child and adolescent mental health services (Catriona and Ćirić, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc235312030]Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question
The project's goals were to understand the experience of how school attendance issues arose and intensified over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic and to discover what supports might facilitate a return to school. Rather than simply count attendance figures, the aim was to achieve rich, first-hand observations from parents and professionals. The research questions included the effects of the pandemic on the onset of SAPs, personal, familial and school-related barriers to returning to school, existing support provided to children and families, and additional support required moving forward. 
[bookmark: _Toc235312031]Section 3: Understanding the Research Methods
[bookmark: _Toc235312032]3.1 Quantitative, Qualitative and Mixed Methods
Research can be broadly done in two ways: quantitative or qualitative, or using mixed methods - this will have implications for what a research project can and cannot tell us (Nagpal et al., 2021). It uses numbers, derived from surveys, measurements or experiments, and the best part about quantitative research is that it can find patterns in large groups and come up with conclusions that can be generalised. It's a weakness in that there's no way to explain what happens when people feel or act a certain way when expressed as a number. Qualitative research, however, relies on interviews, open-ended questions and observations to gain an in-depth understanding of experiences, meanings and emotions (Aziza, 2021). The benefits are a depth of understanding, but in general, there will be smaller samples, and not all results can be generalised. Mixed-Methods research brings together both approaches and is designed to seek breadth as well as depth, but can be more time-consuming and complex to conduct well.
[bookmark: _Toc235312033]3.2 Method Used and Justification
This study has been undertaken by the authors using a qualitative approach, which was quite justified with the subject being discussed. Attendance issues in school are influenced by factors of anxiety, family stress and non-numeric personal factors (Gautam and Gautam, 2021). The problem size would be evident from a questionnaire focused on "how many days" a child has been absent, but it would not indicate any of the reasons for the absences. This direct feedback from parents and professionals in describing what happened was crucial to the researchers' goal of designing support – and also essential to understanding the lived experience behind the statistics.
[bookmark: _Toc235312034]3.3 Primary and Secondary Data Collection
[bookmark: _Toc235312035]Primary Data 
This primary data is information that is gathered from the participants themselves directly by the researcher for the purpose of this research. Primary data is data that comes directly from the source and therefore represents the people, context and time period that the researcher is interested in (Gaenssle, 2020). Most often, it will be interviews, surveys, focus groups and observations, in which the researcher interacts with others as a way of creating new information instead of accessing information provided elsewhere.
[bookmark: _Toc235312036]Secondary Data 
Secondary data, on the other hand, is data from sources that already exist but were generated for another purpose before the commencement of the present study (Gökçe et al., 2021). It is generally already taken, analysed and published by others. These may be NHS reports, government reports, existing databases, and journal articles, among other sources, which researchers can utilise without collecting new data and which will be faster and more economical to access.
[bookmark: _Toc235312037]Application to the Study 
In this study, the researchers used primary data collection since they desired the parents' and professionals' first-hand accounts of school attendance during COVID-19. This was fitting because the researchers wanted information on experiences that were relevant to the moment and the pandemic itself, instead of published information that wouldn't reflect the specific situation families were in at the time. There was no government report, journal article or database that could have described the individual experiences of families returning to school following lockdown, so it was necessary to use new data collection methods to secure first-hand information and answer the research questions accurately to reflect the experiences of families at the time.
[bookmark: _Toc235312038]3.4 Data Collection Process
[bookmark: _Toc235312039]Participant Recruitment 
Participants were identified via parents and professionals associated with schools, as well as social media and community networks (Hanrahan et al., 2022). This way, the researchers were able to involve a large number of relevant individuals from diverse roles (both parents and professionals, e.g. teachers and support staff), so that the study was able to reflect multiple viewpoints on the same issue, rather than only one.
[bookmark: _Toc235312040]Phase One: Qualitative Survey 
During Phase 1, a qualitative survey was employed to collect preliminary responses. This survey featured open-ended questions, which enabled respondents to explain their responses in their own terms instead of presenting the researcher with a list of options, and provided a broad initial view of attendance problems among a wider population.
[bookmark: _Toc235312041]Phase Two: Semi-Structured Interviews 
In the second phase, a smaller number of participants, selected individuals, underwent semi-structured interviews. The interviews facilitated more detailed responses and allowed the researchers to follow up on specific experiences that required further explanation, to clarify and explore points that had emerged from the survey responses in more depth.
Two stages allowed the researchers to acquire a general impression of people's experiences and then to pursue key questions in more detail, enriching participants' experiences beyond what either approach alone could reveal.
[bookmark: _Toc235312042]3.5 Data Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc235312043]Method Used 
The researchers used thematic framework analysis to analyse the data collected from the surveys and interviews.
[bookmark: _Toc235312044]The Analytical Process 
Thematic analysis included analysing participants' responses by closely reading the content, coding sections of text that were meaningful, and combining similar codes (Fabiani and Pastore, 2025). These codes were then clustered into emerging themes and checked against the other ones and the other data sources in order to verify consistency, and were interpreted in relation to the research questions.
[bookmark: _Toc235312045]Themes Identified 
Through this process, three main themes emerged: the contributors to the SAPs, the responses to the SAPs, and areas in need of additional support.
The process of analysis facilitated the collation and categorisation of the vast amount of qualitative data into meaningful themes that provided answers to the research questions (Zu, 2025). This systematic approach to the data enabled the researchers to assimilate the multitude of responses from parents and professionals into a coherent and transparent array of results, which could be used to base future support on.
[bookmark: _Toc235312046]Section 4: Conclusion and Reflection
[bookmark: _Toc235312047]4.1 Summary
This report has reviewed a qualitative study on school attendance issues faced by primary school-aged children during and after the Covid-19 pandemic. This study set out to explore the reasons for these issues and how the pandemic has worsened them, using surveys and interviews with parents and professionals, which were thematically analysed. The study illustrates the importance of knowing the reasons for attendance issues rather than just being told that they are an issue.
[bookmark: _Toc235312048]4.2 Reflection
This report has facilitated my understanding of the research design as well as qualitative methods in particular. I now understand why researchers select one approach over another, how thematic framework analysis is used to arrange and organise complex and personal data into meaningful themes, and why primary data generated directly from the participants in the study could help to enhance the study's relevance. The skills of being able to read a study, assess its strengths and weaknesses, evaluate its relevance and application to my studies and life in health and social care will be relevant to my future academic studies and work in the sector.
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