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Introduction

UK policymakers have proposed supporting more children with
neurodisability in Mainstream rather than Specialist secondary
schools, despite little evidence on which schools provide better
support.

Methods

We aim to apply a target trial emulation (TTE) approach to
linked health and education data from ECHILD to understand
the causal impact of Mainstream versus Specialist secondary
school (Year 7 [Y7], age 12) on health (hospitalisations) and
education (absences) outcomes for pupils with neurodisability
in England. We followed cohorts attending Mainstream Year
6 (baseline) between 2008 and 2017 with four categories of
neurodisability: Down syndrome (DS), cerebral palsy (CP),
autism, and learning disability (LD). We evaluated requisite
assumptions for conducting causal analyses using a TTE ap-
proach by estimating propensity scores (PS) based on baseline
health, education, and sociodemographic characteristics.

Results

Cohorts included 43,535 pupils (DS: n=1,984; CP: n=3,694;
autism: n=27,451; LD: n=10,406). The proportions in
Mainstream Y7 were respectively 43%, 80%, 74%, and 60%.
For all cohorts, those in Specialist Y7 had higher levels of
health complexity, absences, and deprivation. We found com-
mon support for each cohort, with highest support between
pupils with DS in Mainstream (mean PS: 0.62, standard de-
viation [SD]: 0.14) and Specialist Y7 (mean PS: 0.52, SD:
0.15).

Conclusions

The estimated PS distributions suggest that causal inference
will be a viable approach. We will apply PS-based methods
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to adjust for non-randomised school placement (inverse prob-
ability weighting [IPW], augmented IPW, and g-computation)
and estimate the causal effect of Mainstream versus Special-
ist secondary school placement on outcomes for pupils with
neurodisability.
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