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Section 1: Introducing the Research paper and Topic Development.
The research paper chosen for this report is “she didn’t know how to go back to school”: School attendance problems and covid 19. Written by Beth McDonald , Kathy J Lester and Daniel Michelson and published in 2023 in the British journal of Education Psychology (McDonald , Lester and Michelson, 2023).

The study investigates how the COVID -19 pandemic affected school attendance among children and young people in the United Kingdom. During the pandemic, schools closed for long periods, and many children found it difficult to return to regular education when schools opened. The researchers explored the experience of parents and the professional’s  to understand the challenges which are faced for school attendance problems and find ways to improve the way they can support the families that were affected.

The research focuses on parents and professionals ,including education and health workers, who have first hand experience of supporting children who have difficulties attending school .Even though children were not interviewed, the views of adults involved for their care provided information the children faced when they were returning to school after the pandemic. The study is relevant to UK health and social care because poor school attendance is associated reduced achievement ,poor mental health, isolation which is a long term disadvantage. These issues often require interventions between schools, health services and social workers which can provide effective support.

The topic was developed about in response to increased concerns about the rising concerns in school absences following COVID 19 restrictions. Previous research identified factors like anxiety, mental health and family circumstances which all related to school attendance problems. However , there was limited qualitive research exploring the experience of parents and the professionals during and after the pandemic. McDonald et al (2023) aimed to address this gap by gathering detailed information to understand the reason to why it was difficult to attend school and to identify how to improve the services.

This research is important because it provides evidence that can help schools, health professionals and social care services to work together and help support children who are experiencing difficulties attending school, The finding help to improve practice and policies , by highlighting the importances of early interventions , great communication with families and multi-agency support.


Critical Evaluation of the Research Study 

The important aim of the study was to explore the experiences of parents and the education professionals regarding school attendance problems during the covid 19 pandemic and to identify ways to improve support the effected children’s families (McDonald, Lester and Michelson, 2023). The research question was clearly stated and addressed an important issue because school attendance greatly impacts children’s academic achievement, emotional wellbeing and opportunities for the future. The pandemic created unpredictable challenges, making this research relevant to education, health and social care professionals.
The research adopted a qualitative research design, using an online survey followed by semi – structured interviews with parents and professionals. This design was appropriate because the study aimed to understand participants experiences, emotions and perception rather than measure numerical outcomes.
Qualitative research allows participants to describe complex issues in their own words providing detailed data (Ritchie and Lewis, 2023). The interviews enabled researchers to explore responses in greater depth than it would have been possible through questionaries alone.
However, qualitative research also has limitations. Findings are based on personal experiences and cannot be easily generalised to all Families experiencing school attendance problems. Participants may also provide socially desirable responses or interpret questioned differently, potentially affecting the reliability of data.


The study included parents, educational professional school staff and mental health practitioners. This was a major strength because it enabled the researchers to compare different viewpoints and identify areas of agreement and disagreement. The researchers used purposive sampling, selecting participants with relative knowledge and experience of school attendance problems during the pandemic. This sampling is used in qualitative research because it ensures participants can provide practical information related to the research aims.
Despite this strength, the sample had several limitations. Most parents that participated were mothers, meaning father’s experiences were absent. The research also acknowledges that most families were white British, limiting the diversity of perspectives and reducing the findings to more ethnically diverse populations. Future research should include a wider range of cultural background and family structures to improve inclusivity.
Data Collection
Data was collected in two stages. Participants first completed an online survey followed by semi structured interviews with selected participants. Semi structured interviews allowed researchers to ask consistent questions while also exploring interesting responses in greater detail.
This method was appropriate because it encouraged participants to discuss sensitive topics such as anxiety, family stress and school relationships in their own words. The use of quotations allowed readers to see direct evidence supporting the researcher’s interpretations.
Conducting interviews online during Covid -19 was practical and ensured participants safety. However, online interviews may reduce opportunities to observe body language and nonverbal communication, Which can provide additional insight into participants experiences. Some participants may have experienced difficulties using technology or felt less able to discuss personal issues remotely.
Data Analysis 
The research analysed interview data using the framework method, a recognised approach for analysing qualitative data in health and social care research (Gale et al.2013). This method involves familiarisation with data. Responses, developing themes and comparing findings across participants.

Using a recognised analytical framework increased the credibility of the research because it provides a structured process for identifying patterns within data. The study found three major patterns, Factors that contribute to attendance problems, Experiences of managing attendance during Covid-19 and priorities for future support.
These themes were supported by participant quotation and the trustworthiness of the findings. Nevertheless, qualitative analysis involves researcher interpretation, meaning g different researchers may identify slightly different themes. Although this subject cannot be completely removed, using an established analytical framework helps improve consistency.
Ethical Considerations
The study demonstrates ethical practices. Participation was voluntary, informed consent was obtained, and the participants identities were protected. Ethical approval was obtained before the research started, ensuring the study met ethical standards. Confidentiality was important because participants discussed sensitive issues relating to children’s mental health, anxiety and family experiences. Protecting anonymity encouraged participants to speak freely without the fear of being identified. 
The research also acknowledged that raw interview transcripts could or be publicly shared because participants did not consent to share the information to be distributed. This demonstrates respect for the participants privacy and complies with research principles.
Key Findings 
The study identifies several important findings. Anxiety emerged as one of the strongest contributors to school attendance problems during Covid -19. Changes to routines, uncertainty surrounding school safety measures and disruption to children’s education increased emotional distress for many children. Parents frequently reported difficulties in accessing early intervention services. Especially child mental health services, because of long waiting lists and high referrals. Many families felt unsupported during the early stages of attendance difficulties. 
Another significant finding was related to children with Special Educational needs (SEN). Parents believed that many mainstream schools lacked the understanding of hoe SEN contributed to anxiety and attendance problems. Participants recommended staff training in SEN and more personalised support for these children.
Finally, both parents and professionals recognise the value of peer support, because parents reported that sharing experienced with others facing similar challenges reduce the felling of isolation and provide coping strategies.
These findings have important implications for educational practice because they emphasis the need for early intervention, access mental health services, improve parent and school relationships and have targeted support for vulnerable children.


Strengths and Limitations
The study has many strengths. Using multiple groups and the understanding of school attendance problems from different perspectives. The combination of surveys and interviews generated qualitative data, while the framework method enhanced the credibility of the analysis. The inclusion of direct participant quotes strengthened the trustworthiness of the findings by demonstrating how themes were developed. 
However, several limitations should be acknowledged. The sample size was small, which is common in qualitative research but limits generalisability. Most participants were white British mothers, reducing representation of the father and minority ethnic communities. In addition, data was collected during Covid – 19 , meaning some findings may reflect the unique circumstances of that period rather than long term experiences of school attendance problems.
Despite these limitations, the study provides valuable insights into the experience of families and professionals and offers practical recommendations for improving support for children experiencing attendance difficulties.

