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[bookmark: _Toc236650406]Section 1: ‘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.
[bookmark: _Toc236650407]Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
School attendance is fundamental to children's educational achievement, social development, and overall wellbeing, yet the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted daily routines, increased anxiety, and left many primary-aged children struggling to return to the classroom once restrictions eased. This report examines a qualitative study exploring these persistent school attendance problems (SAPs) through the experiences of parents and education professionals, with particular attention to children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) and pre-existing anxiety, who were found to be at greatest risk. The findings carry clear relevance for UK health and social care practice, given the well-documented links between poor attendance, reduced wellbeing and poorer long-term outcomes, and the resulting need for early intervention and closer collaboration between schools, families, and health and social care services.
[bookmark: _Toc236650408]1.1 Paper Details (Title, Author(s) and Year of Publication)
This report examines a paper entitled '‘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, B., Lester, K.J. and Michelson, D., and published in 2023 in the British Journal of Educational Psychology.
[bookmark: _Toc236650409]1.2 Main Topic or Problem Explored in the Paper
This research paper explores the growing issue of school attendance problems (SAPs) among primary school children in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. The study seeks to understand the reasons why many children continued to experience difficulties returning to regular school attendance after restrictions were lifted. Rather than attributing these difficulties to a single factor, the researchers examine the combined influence of children's emotional wellbeing, family circumstances, school environments, and access to support. The pandemic is identified as having intensified these challenges by disrupting daily routines, increasing anxiety, and limiting the availability of educational and community services. The study is particularly relevant to health and social care because ongoing school absence can negatively affect children's mental wellbeing, educational progress, and social development. The findings highlight the need for timely intervention, stronger partnerships between schools and families, and coordinated support from education, health, and social care services to improve outcomes for children.
[bookmark: _Toc236650410]1.3 Who Is the Research About?
The study focused on primary school-aged children experiencing school attendance problems (SAPs) following the COVID-19 pandemic. However, rather than collecting data directly from the children, the researchers sought the perspectives of parents and education professionals who were integrally involved in supporting them. Parents were eligible to participate if their child attended a state-funded mainstream primary school in East Sussex, West Sussex, or Brighton and Hove and had experienced attendance difficulties during the 2020-2021 academic year. Education professionals working with primary school children in these local authorities were also recruited. The study included twenty-nine parents and nineteen professionals in the first phase, with a further ten parents and twelve professionals participating in in-depth interviews during the second phase.
The researchers selected these participants because they were well positioned to provide detailed insights into the factors influencing children's school attendance and the support available to families. Their experiences enabled the researchers to examine the emotional, educational, family, and environmental influences associated with SAPs, evaluate the effectiveness of existing support, and identify opportunities for improving future interventions. Including the perspectives of both parents and professionals provided a broader understanding of the issue and informed recommendations for more effective, collaborative, and community-based approaches to supporting children with attendance difficulties.
[bookmark: _Toc236650411]1.4 Why Is This Topic Important in UK Health and Social Care?
This research is highly relevant to health and social care in the UK because persistent school absence is linked to poorer mental health, lower educational attainment, social isolation, and reduced future employment opportunities. Following the COVID-19 pandemic, school attendance has become a national concern, particularly for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) and mental health difficulties. Current UK policy emphasises early intervention, safeguarding, and collaborative working between schools, health services, and social care to improve attendance. The study supports these priorities by highlighting the need for accessible, community-based support and stronger partnerships to improve children's wellbeing and educational outcomes (Department for Education, 2022; McDonald, Lester, and Michelson, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc236650412]Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question
[bookmark: _Toc236650413]2.1 Research Question(s) or Objectives
The researchers aimed to develop a detailed understanding of how school attendance problems presented among primary school-aged children within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, and to identify community-based strategies that could help address these difficulties. Specifically, the study sought to establish which factors, whether emotional, family-related, educational, or environmental, were most strongly associated with children's continued difficulty attending school once restrictions had eased. It also aimed to explore what formal and informal support had already been offered to affected families, how effective this support had been, and what further approaches might realistically be developed and implemented within existing community and school-based services.
[bookmark: _Toc236650414]Section 3: Understanding the Research Methods
[bookmark: _Toc236650415]3.1 Overview of Quantitative, Qualitative, and Mixed-Methods Research
Research within health and social care is generally categorised as quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-methods, depending on the type of data collected and the purpose of the investigation. Quantitative research involves the collection of numerical data, often through structured questionnaires, clinical measurements, or existing statistical records, which is then analysed using statistical techniques to identify patterns, relationships, or differences between groups (Bryman, 2016). This approach is commonly used when researchers wish to establish the prevalence of an issue, such as the proportion of children meeting a national threshold for persistent school absence.
Qualitative research, in contrast, focuses on exploring individuals' experiences, perspectives and the meanings they attach to particular events or circumstances. Data are typically gathered through methods such as interviews, focus groups or open-ended surveys, and analysed thematically rather than statistically (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). This approach is particularly valuable when a topic is complex, sensitive, or not yet well understood, as it allows for a more detailed and nuanced exploration of underlying issues.
Mixed-methods research combines both quantitative and qualitative elements within a single study, enabling researchers to measure the scale of an issue while also gaining insight into the reasons behind it (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). For example, a study exploring school attendance might use survey data to establish absence rates alongside interviews to understand the circumstances contributing to non-attendance.
[bookmark: _Toc236650416]3.2 Research Methodology Used in Your Chosen Paper and Why
The chosen paper adopted a qualitative research design, implemented across two sequential phases. In the first phase, McDonald, Lester, and Michelson (2023) administered open-ended qualitative surveys to parents and education professionals, generating initial insights into the nature of school attendance problems during the pandemic. These findings informed the development of semi-structured interview guides used in the second phase, during which a smaller sample of parents and professionals took part in more detailed, one-to-one interviews. All data collected throughout both phases were narrative in form, consisting of written responses and transcribed spoken accounts, rather than numerical measurements. This data was subsequently analysed using thematic framework analysis, a structured approach involving familiarisation with the data, development of an analytical framework, indexing, charting, and interpretation of emerging themes (Gale et al., 2013).
This qualitative approach was well suited to the aims of the research, given that school attendance problems in the context of a global pandemic represented a relatively new and complex phenomenon, shaped by a wide range of individual, family, and systemic factors. By gathering the perspectives of both parents and professionals, the researchers were able to identify areas of agreement and disagreement between these groups, offering a richer and more comprehensive understanding of the issue than could have been achieved through quantitative measurement of attendance rates alone.
[bookmark: _Toc236650417]3.3 Primary and Secondary Data: Definitions, Differences, and Application to Your Paper
Primary data refers to information collected directly by researchers for the specific purpose of their own study, whereas secondary data consists of existing information originally gathered by others, often for a different purpose, and subsequently reused by later researchers (Polit and Beck, 2017). Primary data allows researchers greater control over what is measured and how, while secondary data can offer useful contextual evidence without the time and resource demands associated with new data collection.
In this study, the data used were predominantly primary, generated specifically through the qualitative surveys and semi-structured interviews conducted with parents and professionals across East Sussex, West Sussex and Brighton and Hove (McDonald, Lester, and Michelson, 2023). Interviews were conducted by telephone or video call, lasting approximately 45 to 60 minutes, and were audio recorded, transcribed verbatim and anonymised prior to analysis. This primary dataset was analysed using thematic framework analysis, enabling the researchers to identify recurring themes relating to the contributors to school attendance problems, existing responses, and areas for additional support. Secondary data was drawn upon in a more limited capacity, for example through reference to national statistics on persistent school absence published by the Department for Education (2022), which were used to contextualise the scale of the issue rather than forming part of the study's own dataset.
[bookmark: _Toc236650418]Section 4: Conclusion
This report has examined McDonald, Lester, and Michelson's (2023) qualitative study of school attendance problems among primary school-aged children in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The research explored the combined influence of emotional, family, educational and environmental factors on children's difficulties returning to school, drawing on the perspectives of parents and professionals supporting children with special educational needs and disabilities and pre-existing anxiety in particular. This topic remains highly relevant to UK health and social care, given the well-established links between poor school attendance and reduced mental wellbeing, social isolation, and poorer long-term educational and employment outcomes (Department for Education, 2022).
The researchers aimed to understand the factors contributing to attendance difficulties, evaluate existing sources of support, and identify opportunities for more effective, collaborative approaches going forward. These aims were addressed through a qualitative research design comprising open-ended surveys and semi-structured interviews, with all data collected directly by the research team and analysed using thematic framework analysis.
Completing this report has strengthened my understanding of why a qualitative approach is often the most appropriate choice when exploring complex and sensitive topics that are not yet fully understood, as it allows researchers to capture depth and nuance that quantitative measures alone would not reveal. I have also developed a clearer understanding of the distinction between primary and secondary data, and of how the choice of a particular research design should reflect the specific aims of a study. These research skills will support my future academic work and professional practice by encouraging a more critical and reflective approach to evaluating evidence within health and social care.
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