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Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development (350 words)
The research paper selected for this assignment is titled ‘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. It was written by Bronte McDonald, Kathryn J. Lester and Daniel Michelson and published in 2023 in the British Journal of Educational Psychology. The paper examines how school attendance problems developed or intensified for primary school-aged children during and after the COVID‑19 pandemic. It explores the experiences of parents and education professionals to understand the factors contributing to attendance difficulties and to identify what kinds of support might help families.
The research focuses on two main groups: parents of primary school children who experienced attendance problems during the 2020–2021 academic year, and professionals working in primary education and child mental health services. These participants were recruited from Southern England, including East Sussex, West Sussex and Brighton and Hove. Their perspectives provide insight into how attendance difficulties emerged within real school environments and family contexts during a period of significant disruption.
This topic is highly relevant to UK health and social care because school attendance is closely linked to children’s mental health, wellbeing, academic achievement and long‑term social outcomes. Persistent absence is associated with increased risks of school dropout, unemployment and mental health disorders, making attendance difficulties a public health concern rather than solely an educational issue. The COVID‑19 pandemic intensified these risks by disrupting daily routines, increasing anxiety, reducing access to support services and placing additional pressures on families and schools. National data showed a sharp rise in persistent absence following school closures, highlighting the need for a deeper understanding of the causes and consequences of attendance problems.
The research topic was developed in response to these emerging concerns. The authors recognised that the pandemic created new challenges for children and families, and that existing support systems were often unable to meet the increased demand. By exploring the experiences of both parents and professionals, the study aims to contribute to the development of more effective, community‑based interventions that address the emotional, social and practical factors influencing school attendance.
 
 
Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question (100 words)
The purpose of this study was to explore how school attendance problems developed for primary school-aged children during the COVID‑19 pandemic and to identify what forms of support might help families. The researchers aimed to understand the factors associated with attendance difficulties, examine the formal and informal support offered to families, and consider what additional interventions could be helpful. These aims shaped the research questions, which focused on the causes of attendance problems, the effectiveness of existing support, and the types of strategies that could be implemented within schools and communities to improve outcomes for children experiencing attendance difficulties.
 
Section 3: Understanding the Research Methods (800 words)
Research in health and social care can be carried out using different methodological approaches, and understanding these approaches is essential for interpreting how a study was conducted. Quantitative research focuses on numerical data, measurements and statistical analysis. It is used when researchers want to identify patterns, measure relationships or test hypotheses using numbers. In contrast, qualitative research explores experiences, emotions, opinions and meanings. It relies on words rather than numbers and is particularly useful when the aim is to understand how people perceive or make sense of a situation. Mixed‑methods research combines both approaches, allowing researchers to gather numerical data while also exploring personal experiences. This combination can provide a more complete understanding of complex issues.
The study by McDonald, Lester and Michelson uses a qualitative mixed‑methods design. Although the term mixed‑methods is used, the study does not include quantitative data. Instead, it involves two phases of qualitative data collection. The mixed‑methods element refers to the use of two different qualitative approaches carried out sequentially. This design was chosen because school attendance problems are complex and influenced by emotional, social and environmental factors that cannot be fully understood through numerical data alone.
It is also important to distinguish between primary and secondary data collection. Primary data refers to information collected directly by researchers for the specific purpose of their study. This includes interviews, surveys, observations or experiments. Secondary data refers to information that already exists and has been collected by someone else, such as government reports, academic articles or school attendance records. The study in question uses primary data because the researchers collected new information directly from parents and professionals through surveys and interviews.
The research was carried out in two phases. In the first phase, the researchers used open‑ended qualitative surveys completed by parents and professionals. These surveys allowed participants to describe their experiences in detail. Parents were asked about their child’s attendance difficulties before and during the pandemic, their feelings about sending their child to school, the reasons behind the difficulties, the support they had received and what additional help they felt was needed. Professionals were asked about the groups they considered most at risk of attendance problems, the challenges families faced when returning to school, their explanations for the causes of attendance difficulties, examples of effective practice and their priorities for service development. This phase provided broad insight into the issues and helped the researchers identify key areas that required deeper exploration.
The second phase involved semi‑structured interviews with a smaller group of parents and professionals. These interviews were conducted by telephone or online video call and lasted between forty‑five and sixty minutes. Semi‑structured interviews use a flexible question guide that ensures important topics are covered while allowing participants to speak freely. The interview guide was developed after analysing the survey responses from the first phase, ensuring that the interviews explored the most significant issues raised earlier. Participants were recruited through social media, schools, educational psychology services and local authority networks in Southern England. All interviews were recorded, transcribed and anonymised to protect confidentiality.
Once the data had been collected, the researchers analysed it using thematic framework analysis, a structured method commonly used in qualitative health and social care research. The process involved familiarisation with the data, identifying an initial framework based on the research questions, organising the data into categories, summarising it into a manageable format and interpreting the themes across the dataset. The researchers used both deductive coding, based on the research questions, and inductive coding, based on new ideas emerging from the data. This hybrid approach allowed them to explore expected issues while also discovering new themes. The analysis was led by the first author, who adopted a critical realist perspective, acknowledging both the real experiences of participants and the influence of wider social and psychological factors. Regular meetings between the authors ensured that interpretations were discussed, challenged and refined, strengthening the reliability of the findings.
Overall, the study uses a rigorous qualitative approach that provides detailed insight into the experiences of parents and professionals dealing with school attendance problems during the COVID‑19 pandemic. The combination of surveys and interviews allowed the researchers to gather both broad and in‑depth information, while thematic framework analysis ensured a systematic and transparent interpretation of the data. This method was well suited to the study’s aim of understanding a complex and emotionally sensitive issue within real‑world educational and family contexts.
 
Section 4: Conclusion (250 words)
This report has explored a study that looked at school attendance difficulties among primary school children during the COVID‑19 pandemic. The research helped show how the sudden changes in routine, increased anxiety and reduced support affected children’s ability to return to school. By gathering the views of both parents and professionals, the study offered a clearer picture of the challenges families faced and the pressures placed on schools. It also highlighted how emotional wellbeing, family circumstances and wider social factors all play a part in children’s attendance. This makes the topic highly relevant to health and social care, because attendance is closely linked to children’s mental health and future opportunities.
The study aimed to understand why attendance problems developed, what support was already available and what further help might be needed. Through qualitative surveys and interviews, the researchers were able to gather detailed personal experiences rather than numbers or statistics. Analysing these experiences helped identify common themes and showed how important communication, early support and understanding children’s emotional needs are when dealing with attendance issues.
Writing this report has helped me understand research more deeply. I have learned how important it is to choose the right method depending on what you want to find out, and how qualitative research can reveal things that numbers alone cannot. I also gained confidence in reading academic papers, identifying aims and understanding how data is collected and analysed. These skills will support me in future studies and in health and social care work, where being able to understand evidence and apply it to real situations is essential.
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