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[bookmark: _Toc237133934]Section 1: Introducing the Research Paper and Topic Development
[bookmark: _Toc237133935]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 Brontë McDonald, Kathryn J. Lester and Daniel Michelson, and published in 2023 in the British Journal of Educational Psychology.
[bookmark: _Toc237133936][bookmark: _GoBack]1.2 Main Topic or Problem Explored in the Paper
The paper explores why so many primary school children found it hard to return to school once COVID-19 restrictions eased, particularly those with special educational needs or pre-existing anxiety. McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023) wanted to understand the mix of factors behind this, from lingering fears about the virus to the difficulty of readjusting to school routines after long spells at home. Rather than treating attendance as a simple behavioural issue, the study set out to hear directly from parents and professionals about what was really driving these difficulties, what support families had already received, and what more could realistically be done to help children re-engage with school.
[bookmark: _Toc237133937]1.3 Who Is the Research About?
The research centred on two groups: parents of primary-aged children experiencing attendance problems, and the professionals supporting them, including headteachers, class teachers, SENCOs, educational psychologists and mental health practitioners. Twenty-nine parents and nineteen professionals took part in an initial survey, with a smaller group of ten parents and twelve professionals going on to in-depth interviews. Both groups were recruited from Southern England. Including parents alongside professionals allowed the researchers to compare the day-to-day family experience of attendance problems with the wider view of those responsible for supporting children's attendance and wellbeing across the school system.
[bookmark: _Toc237133938]1.4 Why Is This Topic Important in UK Health and Social Care?
This topic matters in UK health and social care because school attendance is closely tied to children's mental health, social development and long-term life chances. Persistent absence rose sharply once schools reopened after the pandemic, and children with SEND or existing mental health conditions were especially affected (Department for Education, 2024). NHS England (2023) has also reported growing demand for children's mental health services, with many young people facing long waits for support, which makes early identification within schools and communities all the more important. This reflects wider recognition that improving attendance is now a shared responsibility across education, health and social care, rather than something schools are expected to manage alone.
[bookmark: _Toc237133939]Section 2: Understanding the Purpose and Research Question
[bookmark: _Toc237133940]2.1 Research Question(s) or Objectives
The researchers wanted to understand why some primary school children struggled to attend school after the COVID-19 pandemic, drawing on the experiences and views of both parents and education professionals. They also aimed to find out what formal and informal support families had already received, how helpful this had been, and what additional support might improve outcomes in future. The overall objective was to use these insights to inform more accessible, community-based approaches that strengthen collaboration between families, schools and support services, ultimately helping more children attend school regularly and feel supported (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc237133941]Section 3: Understanding the Research Methods
[bookmark: _Toc237133942]3.1 Overview of Quantitative, Qualitative, and Mixed-Methods Research
Research is generally described as quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-methods, depending on the type of data collected and the purpose of the study (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Quantitative research collects numerical data, often through structured questionnaires or existing statistics, and uses statistical analysis to identify patterns or differences between groups. It suits questions about how common something is, or whether an intervention has measurably worked, though it can say less about people's personal experiences (Gray and Grove, 2021).
Qualitative research instead explores people's experiences, opinions and the meanings they attach to events, usually through interviews, focus groups or open-ended questions, with the material analysed by identifying themes rather than statistics (Polit and Beck, 2021). This suits complex, poorly understood issues, though findings are often based on smaller samples and are less easily generalised. In health and social care specifically, quantitative methods are often used to track outcomes such as recovery rates or waiting times, while qualitative methods are more commonly used to understand patients', carers' or professionals' experiences of a service.
Mixed-methods research combines both approaches within a single study, so that a researcher can measure the scale of an issue numerically while also exploring the reasoning behind it through people's own words (Creswell and Creswell, 2018), for example combining satisfaction surveys with follow-up interviews to explain the results.
[bookmark: _Toc237133943]3.2 Research Methodology Used in Your Chosen Paper and Why
McDonald, Lester and Michelson (2023) used a qualitative research design, since their aim was to understand the experiences and views of parents and professionals rather than simply to measure how many children were absent. Data were collected in two stages: open-ended qualitative surveys gathered initial views from a wider group of parents and professionals, and these findings then shaped semi-structured interviews carried out with a smaller sample. This allowed participants to describe, in their own words, the anxiety, disrupted routines, special educational needs and communication difficulties they associated with school attendance problems. The material was analysed using thematic framework analysis, through which the researchers identified three main areas: contributors to attendance problems, how families and schools responded, and where further support was needed. These areas covered issues such as anxiety and additional needs as contributors, home-school collaboration as a response, and stronger relationships with school staff and earlier intervention as priorities for further support.
A qualitative approach fitted this research well because school attendance difficulties involve emotional, social and family factors that numbers alone would struggle to capture. By listening directly to both parents and professionals, and comparing their accounts, the researchers were able to build a much richer picture of what was happening and why, rather than simply confirming that attendance rates had fallen.
[bookmark: _Toc237133944]3.3 Primary and Secondary Data: Definitions, Differences, and Application to Your Paper
Primary data is information collected directly by researchers for their own study, while secondary data has already been collected by someone else, often for a different purpose, such as government statistics or existing health records; researchers have less control over how secondary data was originally gathered, but it can still provide useful context (Gray and Grove, 2021).
The data in this study were entirely primary, gathered directly from parents and professionals through open-ended surveys and semi-structured interviews across Southern England (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). This reliance on primary data meant the researchers could design questions specifically suited to exploring school attendance problems in the pandemic context, rather than depending on data collected for another purpose entirely. All of this material, both written survey responses and interview transcripts, was analysed using thematic framework analysis, through which the researchers grouped recurring ideas into key themes covering the causes of attendance problems, existing responses, and areas for further support. National statistics on school absence, such as those published by the Department for Education (2024), were referred to for context, but these were used only as background rather than forming part of the study's own primary dataset.
[bookmark: _Toc237133945]Section 4: Conclusion
This report has examined McDonald, Lester and Michelson's (2023) qualitative study of school attendance problems among primary school children following the COVID-19 pandemic. It considered why this topic matters for UK health and social care, given how closely attendance is tied to children's mental health and long-term outcomes, and explained why a qualitative approach, built on open-ended surveys and semi-structured interviews, suited a topic driven by emotional and family factors rather than simple numbers. The researchers used thematic framework analysis to draw out the main contributors to attendance problems, how families and schools responded, and where further support was needed.
Completing this report has improved my understanding of how research is planned and carried out, and why the choice of method should match the type of question being asked. I have also developed a clearer sense of the difference between primary data, collected directly for a study, and secondary data, drawn from existing sources, along with the importance of reading research critically and referencing it accurately. It has also reinforced how important collaboration between schools, families and support services is when addressing problems that are emotional and social in nature, rather than simply administrative.
These research skills will support my future studies and professional practice by helping me evaluate evidence more effectively and understand how findings like these can inform better support for children and families within health and social care.
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