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Topic overview
The study “she didn’t know how to go back: School attendance problems in the context of the COVID_19 pandemic identifies several problems contributing to school attendance difficulties among primary school children during and after the pandemic.  It investigates the new and existing barriers that made returning to school difficult, the impact of long periods of home learning, how schools and families responded to these struggles, and what challenges are needed to provide better, more compassionate support moving forward (McDonald et al.,2023).
The research captures views from two distinct groups to get a full picture:
Primary school children aged 5-11
Who faced ongoing attendance struggles; many of these children had special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), anxiety neurodivergent conditions such as autism, or lived in households affected by financial hardship.  
Multiple stakeholders:
Parents and carers, plus education and mental health professionals such as headteachers, class teachers, educational psychologists SEN coordinators and mental health practitioners working across East Sussex, west Sussex and Briton & Hove.
Relevance to UK health and social care 
Consistent school attendance is strongly linked to better physical and mental health, social development, and future life chances (Department for education, 2022). Poor school attendance is strongly linked to lifelong negative outcomes: lower academic achievement, higher rates of mental ill health, limited employment prospects and social exclusion. Who attend consistently attendance directly affects how well pupils do at school, it impacts their learning progress, confidence and willingness to engage. Pupils missing just 2-4 weeks of lessons a year are half as likely to reach expected levels in English and Maths compared to those who attend consistently (Department of Education, 2026). Being in school also reduces wider risks: the 2024 Youth Endowment Fund Report shows it keeps children in safe, structured settings with trusted adults, making them for less likely to become involved in violence (Department of Education, 2026). Before the pandemic, 10.8% of UK primary pupils were persistently absent; this rose to 22% after COVID-19 closures. Children with SEN were already twice as likely to be persistently absent, and the pandemic made this gap even larger.
Most previous research on attendance focused on statistics or single viewpoints, but this study captures the lived experience of both families and frontline staff its finding directly informs UK policy and practice for joined-up work between education, health and social care to support vulnerable children.
Understanding the Purpose
The study has two core aims: first, to build a detailed understanding of how and why SAPs developed for primary- age children during and after the COVID-19 pandemic; second, to identify practical, community-focused strategies to improve support and interventions.
Its specific research questions are:
What individual, family, school and wider factors contributed to school attendance problems during and after the pandemic? 
What formal and informal support was offered or used, and what were the perceived strength and limitations of this support?
What new approaches would help, and how could they be implemented?



Understanding the Research Methods
To understand how this study was carried out, it is first important to define three common research designs:
Quantitative research: this type of research focuses on measuring and quantifying information, answering questions like how much, how many or how often. Its goal is to turn information into numbers, analyse results from group and apply findings more widely (Ghanad, 2023).  uses numerical data, measurements and statistics to identify trends or test theories (for example, counting how many children are absent across schools).
Qualitative research: this research looks at the nature and meaning of data, aiming to understand why things happen, what drives people's choices and how individuals make sense of their own experiences and the world around them (Cresswell, 2013). Uses words, personal accounts and experiences to explore complex feelings, reasons and perspective that numbers alone cannot explain (such as understanding why child feels unable to attend school).
Mixed method research: combines both quantitative and qualitative methods to build a fuller picture.
This study uses qualitative research, as its goal is to understand the human stories and complex causes behind attendance struggle, rather than measuring large-scale trends. It also uses a sequential design: what was learned in the first phase shaped what was explored in the second.
Primary vs Secondary Data  
Primary Data: New information collected directly by the researchers specifically for their study, such as surveys one to one interview, focus groups observations or questionnaires completed by participants (Cohen, et. al., 2018).
Secondary Data: Existing information gathered by others, such as government statistics or previous research findings. 
This research uses primary data only, collected directly from the parents and professionals taking parts.

Data Collection Process 
The study was split into two carefully linked phase:
Phase 1: Qualitative surveys
Separate open-ended surveys were designed for parents and professionals. Parents answered questions about attendance before and during the pandemic, how their child felt about returning to school, what support they had received and what more they needed. 
Professionals described which groups faced the biggest risks, barriers to attendance and what support was working well. In total, 29 parents and professionals completed these surveys between March and May 2021.
Phase 2: Semi-structured interviews 
Findings from phase 1 were used to create flexible interview guides, which kept focus on key topics but let participants share their own experiences freely. Ten parents and 12 professionals took part, either over the phone or via video call. Some had completed the survey first, while others joined directly for interviews. All conversation were recorded and written out fully, with all identifying details removed to protect privacy.
Data Analysis
Researchers used thematic framework analysis, a structured method for sorting and understanding qualitative information. They began with initial categories based on their research questions, then adjusted and added new categories as they read through survey and interview responses repeatedly. This meant they both tested their initial assumptions and identified new, unexcepted patterns in what participant shared. All authors reviewed the analysis together to ensure interpretations were balanced and accurate.
Study Strength and Limitations
It is one of the first studies to focus specifically on primary age children. A key strength is that it draws on multiple viewpoints, revealing both shared priorities and disagreements between families and professionals. It also addresses a critical gap in research on primary age children, who are often overlooked compared to secondary pupils. 
Limitations include that parents were almost entirely mothers, so fathers' perspectives are missing, most participants were White British, so findings may not reflect experiences of other ethnic groups; and the study focused only on southern England, so may not apply fully to other UK region.
Conclusion
Completing this review has taught me that good research is not just about following rules – it must be responsive to real world needs. This study was designed quickly to address a growing crisis, while still meeting strict ethical standards sets by the UK Research Ethics Committee.
I have learned that research can reveal important gaps between how different groups see the same issue: for example, professionals often viewed attendance struggles as a parenting choice, while parents described feelings helpless and judged, with no clear guidance on how to support their child’s anxiety. This shows that effective support requires listening to all stakeholders, not just one group. 
Another key lesson is the crises like the pandemic expose the existing inequalities: children who already struggled with school, health, or family life were hit hardest, and pre pandemic systems were not built to respond at scale. This research shows that health, social care, and education cannot work in separate silos; long term improvement needs joined up teams, early help and flexible approaches that meet children where they are. 
I also now understand that “best practice” must be tailored to context: interventions that worked before the pandemic may not suit children who have spent months away from school, especially those with SEN or mental health needs. Finally, this works shows how research directly shapes care: its recommendations for early help, non-judgemental support, and better home school collaboration are already relevant to health and social care professionals working with children and families today. Overall, this study is a powerful example of how good research can challenge assumptions and point toward fairer more effective ways to support vulnerable children. 
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