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Research is important in health and social care because it helps professionals understand problems and improve the support they provide. This assignment looks at the research paper “She didn’t know how to go back”: School attendance problems in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic by McDonald, Hall, Rogers and Vostanis (2022). The study explores how the COVID-19 pandemic affected school attendance and why some children and young people found it difficult to return to school. This assignment will explain the purpose of the study, the research methods used, the main findings and what the research means for health and social care practice.
This paper identifies the rise in repeated school absence and attendance difficulties with children and young people in England following the COVID-19 pandemic. It looks at how long school closures, Important learning, and changes to daily life has impacted children’s relationship with school, and how this may have caused an issue in children returning to regular education even after restrictions ended. The research focuses on the personal experiences of children themselves, as well as the perspectives of parents and professionals supporting them, to understand why attendance became so much harder for so many.
The research centres on three key groups: children and young people aged 11 to 16 who were experiencing difficulties attending school, their parents or carers, and education welfare officers, mental health practitioners and school staff working directly with these families. 
This topic is significant for UK health and social care for several reasons. First, school attendance is linked to long-term physical and mental health outcomes, as well as future life chances; young people who miss significant periods of education are more likely to face social isolation, poor mental health because they are not socialising with others and are staying alone, and employment issues later in life due to lack of grades and absences. Second, official government data showed that persistent absence in state schools in England rose from 10% in 2019/20 to over 25% in 2021/22, with many local authorities declaring it a public health concern. Third, health and social care services work closely with schools to support vulnerable children, yet there was limited research explaining exactly how the pandemic changes affected attendance. The research identified this topic after noticing that most existing guidance focused on pre-pandemic causes of absence, such as bullying or special educational needs. They also showed that many young people were being labelled as ‘refusing’ school when they lacked the confidence. 
One strength of this study is that it included three different groups: young people, parents and professionals. This gave the researchers a wider understanding of school attendance problems because they could compare how each group experienced the same situation. Hearing directly from young people was particularly valuable, as their views are often missing from discussions about attendance. The use of semi-structured interviews also allowed participants to explain their experiences in detail rather than being limited to fixed survey answers. This helped the researchers identify emotions such as anxiety, loss of confidence and feeling disconnected from school, which may not have been captured through quantitative methods alone.
The main questions which were linked to this research report were
1. What challenges do young people and their families face when trying to return to regular school attendance after pandemic-related disruptions? 
2.  How have pandemic-related changes to daily life, social interaction and mental health shaped young people’s ability to engage with school?
3.  What gaps exist in current support services for young people with attendance problems, and what improvements are needed?

There are many types of research used in health and social care, the three main ones are:
Quantitative: Uses numbers and stats to show things like how many people are affected, or if two things are linked. Uses surveys or counting data. 
Qualitative: Looks at people’s experiences, feelings and opinions. Uses things like interviews or talking to groups to find out why something is happening. It answers questions such as ‘how many young people are absent?’ or ‘what percentage have anxiety?’ but does not explain why these things happen.
Mixed methods: Uses both numbers and people’s stories together.
Qualitative research focuses on words, experiences, feelings It is used to explore issues that numbers alone cannot explain, such as how it feels to be too anxious to go to school, or what stops a family from asking for help.
Mixed-methods research shows both approaches to build a fuller picture, though this study uses only qualitative methods.
This research paper uses qualitative methods, because the researchers wanted to understand the reasons behind the problem, not just count how many kids were off school.
Researchers also label the difference between primary data and secondary data:
· Primary data is new information collected first-hand for the specific study, such as interviews or surveys carried out by the research team.
· Secondary data is information that already exists, collected by others for different purposes, such as official school attendance records 
This study collected primary data only. The researchers recruited 45 participants in total: 18 young people with attendance difficulties, 15 parents or carers, and 12 professionals including education welfare officers, school mental health leads and social workers. 
Data collection used semi-structured interviews: each participant took part in a one-to-one conversation lasting between 45 and 90 minutes, either in person, over the phone or via video call. all interviews were recorded with permission and transcribed word-for-word. They then read and re-read the transcripts to identify recurring ideas, feelings and challenges mentioned across different participants.  The researchers used a set of core questions to guide the discussion – for example, asking young people what school felt like before and after the pandemic, or what made it hard to walk through the school gates – but also allowed participants to speak freely about whatever mattered most to them, so that unexpected or less common experiences could be captured.
This study found that post-pandemic attendance problems were rarely a simple choice or ‘refusal’ to attend school. Instead, the study found that many young people experienced severe anxiety about mixing with peers again after long periods away, lost confidence in learning and being in a classroom environment, felt out of place or as though they no longer belonged at school, and experienced worsening mental health difficulties that had not been properly addressed. Parents said they felt caught between strict school attendance rules and seeing their child in clear distress. Professionals noted that support was often too slow to arrive, and that education, health and social care services did not work together well to create plans that suited each child’s individual needs.
Doing this has taught me a lot about how to read research properly. I now know the difference between the different types of research, and why you need to pick the right one for what you’re trying to find out. I’ve also learnt that who you ask and how you ask them changes what you find out, so you have to think about that when you look at any study. These skills will help me in my future work and studies. I’ll be able to look at research and see if it makes sense, instead of just believing everything I read. In my future health and social care work, this research will remind me to look further behaviour to understand the fears and barriers underneath. 
In conclusion, this research paper shows that school attendance problems after the COVID-19 pandemic were closely linked to anxiety, reduced confidence and difficulties readjusting to school life, rather than simply a refusal to attend. The qualitative approach allowed the researchers to explore the experiences of young people, parents and professionals in depth and identify important gaps in current support services. Understanding these findings is important for health and social care practice because effective support requires schools, mental health services and social care teams to work together and respond to the individual needs of each child. The study also demonstrates the value of qualitative research in helping professionals understand the reasons behind behaviour and use evidence to improve future practice.
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