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Early Years Free School Meals – Q&A

Key points:
· Children who are a) registered pupils of schools (including school-based nurseries and maintained nursery schools) and b) attend both before and after the lunch break may be eligible for a free school meal. From 1 September 2026, eligibility for free meals is being extended to all families on universal credit. 
· A pupil is only eligible to receive a free school meal where a claim for this support has been made, and their eligibility has been verified by the school where they are enrolled or by the local authority.   
· Transitional protections currently in place for free school meals will end at the end of the 2025 to 2026 school year. Eligibility will need to be rechecked annually going forwards. Between 1 June 2026 and 1 October 2026, schools and local authorities will need to ensure that they have rechecked eligibility for any child currently receiving free school meals. 
· Local authorities and schools should work together to make sure parents are aware that they may be eligible, including any parents whose child is current using any early year’s provision or due to start using provision in September 2026. 

Call to action: local authorities

Local authorities should:
· Make sure their schools are aware of the changes to the eligibility criteria and that pupils in the early years may be eligible for a free school meal.
· Make sure that any services you work with – for example, Best Start Family Hubs and family information services – are aware that families using early years provision in schools may be eligible for free school meals so that they can support families to apply.
· You may wish to include information about free school meals eligibility in any targeted engagement activity for families, for example when engaging with parents potentially eligible for Early Learning for 2-year-olds (EL2). 
· Local authorities will have access to the new Free School Meals Eligibility Checking Service from 1 June 2026. You should ensure that eligibility checks are completed promptly ahead of the start of term to ensure families can benefit from free school meals from day one. See the free school meals guidance for further information on eligibility checking. 
· Families who meet the targeted eligibility criteria for free school meals will also be eligible for Early Years Pupil Premium. You may wish to review your parental declaration forms (or any similar forms you use) to enable you to carry out both checks without requiring parents to complete separate application forms. You should speak to your authorities Data Protection Officer to understand what changes may be necessary to allow this.



Call to action: schools 

Schools should:
· Speak to the families of any early year’s pupils, including any families due to start in September 2026. Schools should make sure families are aware of the free school meals eligibility criteria and sign-post parents to the application form and advise them that they should complete this form as soon as possible after the 1 June 2026 to ensure their eligibility check can be completed and the child can benefit from a free school meal from day one of the autumn term.  
· Work closely with their local authority to ensure families can be eligibility checked promptly to ensure that the child benefits for a free meal (where eligible) from day one. From September 2026, schools will also be able to access the Free School Meals Eligibility Checking Service to confirm eligibility. Further information is avaliable in the Free School Meals guidance. 

EY FSM Q&A
Free school meals policy and eligibility

1. Can children in early years be eligible for FSM?
Yes. Children who are registered pupils of a school, including maintained schools, academies, free schools and maintained nursery schools may be eligible if their families claim universal credit, Income-related Employment and Support Allowance, the guaranteed element of pension credit, or who have no recourse to public funds (and meet specific income thresholds). 
Pupils must be receiving full-time education or, if part time, must be receiving education both before and after the lunch period.
2. What about governor-run provision / nurseries operating under section 27 of the Education Act 2002? 

The governing body of a maintained school can provide early education, to further its charitable purpose, for the benefit of families of pupils at the school or families who live and work in the locality of the school under section 27 of the Education Act 2002[footnoteRef:1]. Children attending this provision are not usually registered as pupils and therefore would not be eligible for free school meals. 

It is for each school to determine whether their specific arrangements fit with the legislation, and we would encourage schools to work with their local authority and seek independent legal advice if they are uncertain.  
 [1:  Education Act 2002] 

3. How do families apply for FSM?
To receive FSM, a claim must be made for this support by a parent or another responsible adult (e.g. a foster carer), as a condition of eligibility. Schools can choose to receive applications via paper or online. If using an online system, schools should have an alternative system for families who cannot access this. The department has provided a model template for paper-based applications at Annex A in the Free School Meals guidance. 

For children newly starting early years provision, you may also wish to work with your schools to identify whether they can adapt any existing application forms or supplementary information forms to collect the required information and consents to check eligibility for additional funding streams, such as Free School Meals or Early Years Pupil Premium. This will simplify the process for parents and reduce the number of separate forms they need to complete. Local authorities and schools should seek the advice of their Data Protection Officer on any amendments required to existing forms to facilitate this.

We would strongly encourage local authorities to make information on free school meals available to early years families through their website, FIS and best start family hubs. You may wish to also include information about Free School Meals and EYPP in any targeted communications to families who will likely be eligible, for example when contacting families about Early Learning for 2-year-olds. 

Families can also use the postcode tool provided on gov.uk to find out more about applying for free school meals where they live. 

4. When should parents apply?
Parents should apply for free school meals before the start of the term in which they intend to take up a place in a school. This will allow the local authority or school to complete an eligibility check and enable the child to benefit from a free school meal from day one. 

Families of children already registered as pupils in school-based nurseries or maintained nursery schools as well as families due to start provision in September 2026 should apply as soon as possible after the 1 June 2026 to ensure that you can confirm their eligibility promptly before the Autumn 2026 term begins. 

If a parent’s circumstances change mid-year and they become eligible for a free school meal, they should apply as soon as they become eligible. 

5. Why do families need to apply for free school meals / It is too complicated to access support in early years, some eligible families will need to complete three separate applications forms to access the support they’re eligible for (childcare, FSM, EYPP). What are you doing to simplify the system?
For children newly starting early years provision, you may wish to work with your schools to identify whether they can utilise any existing application forms or supplementary information forms to collect the required information and consents to check eligibility for additional funding streams, such as Free School Meals or Early Years Pupil Premium. This will simplify the process for parents and reduce the number of separate forms they need to complete. Local authorities and schools should seek the advice of their Data Protection Officer on any amendments required to existing forms to facilitate this.

6. Do families need to be receiving funded entitlement hours to get free school meals?

No, the requirement that a pupil be in attendance over the lunch period does not distinguish between funded early education and early education which parents paid for.  However, they will need to be classed as a registered pupil for both sessions. 

Specific arrangements will vary school to school, so you will need to determine whether the child is still a ‘registered pupil’ for both the morning and afternoon sessions. 

7. What counts as ‘receiving an education’? 
All school-based providers, including maintained schools, non-maintained schools, free schools and academies, are required to follow the EYFS and therefore are considered to be providing an ‘education’ for the purposes of free school meals, regardless of how the hours are being funded (e.g. funded childcare entitlement, tax-free childcare, UC childcare or parent-paid). 
8. How does eligibility work where a child attends for a mix of full day and part-day sessions over a week?

An eligible pupil must be attending both before and after lunch to receive a free school meal. On days where a pupil only attends a morning or afternoon session, they will not be eligible for a free school meal. 

9. Is there guidance about the type of meal that has to be provided?
Compliance with the School Food Standards (SFS) is mandatory for maintained schools, academies and free schools, and the SFS set out requirements specific to maintained nursery schools and nursery units within primary schools.  

Whilst the nutritional requirements of the SFS must be followed in maintained schools, academies, free schools, maintained nurseries and nursery units within primary schools, there are other requirements in the EYFS that go beyond the specific food groups that must be served. Early Years settings that must follow the SFS must also take into account the Early Years Foundation Stage Nutrition Guidance.
10. PVIs offer the majority of early years places, why do families not get a free meal if they use a private setting or childminder?

While FSM eligibility does not extend to children taking up a childcare entitlement at non-school-based settings, the guidance for LAs on delivery of the funded early education and childcare entitlements seeks to support low-income families with these costs by making it clear that charges for food must not be mandatory or a condition of accessing an entitlement place.

Providers who choose to offer the free entitlements are responsible for setting a policy on providing parents with options for alternatives to additional charges. This policy must offer reasonable alternatives that allow parents to access the entitlement for free, including allowing parents to supply their own, or waiving the cost of these items.

In addition, as set out in the child poverty strategy and the Autumn Budget 2025, the department will lead a review of childcare provision. This review aims to simplify the system for providers and families, improving access and strengthening the impact of government support.

11. Why does the universal infant free school meals (UIFSM) offer not include children in the early years?

We are focused on breaking down barriers to opportunity and reduce child poverty. We are allocating over £1 billion towards expanding FSM to all households on Universal Credit. 

Within a challenging fiscal position, it is right that we focus our funding on those that need it most. As with all programmes, we will keep our approach under continued review.

Expansion of eligibility and the end of transitional protections 

1. What action do we need to take to support the delivery of an expanded free school meals offer?

LAs and schools will be instrumental in ensuring families are aware of their entitlement for free school meals. You should promote the expanded offer to families, making use of your website, family information service, Best Start Family Hubs and other family facing services. 

You should also familiarise yourself with the free school meals guidance and ensure that schools delivering early years provision in your area are a) aware that FSM applies to early years and b) are aware of the expansion to eligibility. Make sure your local schools are aware that they should start accepting applications as soon as possible from 1 June 2026. 

How do we check eligibility for the expanded free school meals offer?

A family is only eligible for free meals once their claim has been verified through the checking service, or through provision of other acceptable evidence. Further information about other acceptable evidence is available at Annex B of the free school meals guidance.   

Eligibility checks should be carried out promptly to ensure that families are able to receive free meals as soon as possible. For families who are newly applying for a place in a school-based nursery or maintained nursery school, you may wish to align this check with the process for applying for the place. For families who already using provision or who have already applied for their place in September, schools will need to contact them to ask about FSM eligibility and encourage them to submit an application form. 

Schools are responsible for ensuring checks are completed for their pupils but will need to work with local authorities to carry out these checks using the FSM Eligibility Checking Service. From the Summer 2026 term, DfE will makes this system available to all local authorities who can run checks on behalf of schools. 

From September 2026, the checking service will be extended to provide a more flexible model for LAs or schools to make checks, including a model where schools can make checks directly on the system. Both schools and local authorities will access the service via DfE Sign-In.

2. We use a third-party providers to run checks for Free School Meals. Will we still be able to do this?
We are working with all software suppliers in the market to ensure that they can connect to the new FSM Eligibility Checking Service and make the required changes to their systems. We expect all providers to make the necessary changes to their system to enable checks to be made in time.
In addition to making our own checking system available for free to all local authorities during the Summer 2026 term, the checking service will be extended to provide a more flexible model for LAs or schools to make checks, including a model where schools can make checks directly on the system, from the start of the Autumn 2026 term. 

3. Our third-party provider said the system won’t be ready in time. What can we do?
As set out above, DfE is making its FSM eligibility checking service available to all LAs by 1 June. We have also provided an updated technical specification to the providers that offer checking services to schools and LAs. These providers have indicated that they will carry out the technical work by 1 June, allowing their systems to provide targeted and expanded results. In order to perform checks, LAs will need to accept any software updates. If there are any issues with the software update process, LAs can use the DfE’s free service themselves to conduct checks. If LAs are having issues taking the software update, we would recommend LAs speak to their provider initially, or if they have serious concerns contact DfE at ece.service@service.education.gov.uk.  
DfE is providing weekly email communications to all LAs on the rollout of the new web- based checking service prior to the launch on 1 June and will also provide some webinars before launch to run through the functionality of the system. To sign up to the mailing list please visit this link:  Eligibility Checking System - Mailing list. 
Some schools also make checks themselves through third party providers. If schools are worried that their vendors are unable to provide checking services by early June, advice in the first instance is to contact their LA to conduct checks. If this is not appropriate for schools, then please contact DfE at ece.service@education.gov.uk and we can provide you with a mechanism to conduct checks. 

4. What do we do if we can’t use the digital service?

Eligibility for free school meals can also be verified upon receipt of appropriate paper-based evidence, a non-exhaustive list is included in the published guidance (see Annex B). For example, applications can demonstrate receipt of Universal Credit and annual earnings by providing their Universal Credit award statement from their 3 most recent assessment periods. 

To claim FSM under the universal credit criteria, a family must demonstrate that they are in receipt of Universal Credit. You will then need to check their household income – households with annual earnings of £7,400 or less are eligible for targeted FSM and households with annual earnings above £7,400 are eligible for expanded FSM. You will need to confirm whether the parent meets the targeted or expanded criteria to ensure they can be recorded correctly on the School Census. See the Free School Meals guidance for more information on how to complete a manual assessment of eligibility. 

5. Will nursery schools be able to access the new Free School Meals eligibility checking system?
For the Summer 2026 term, the system will be avaliable to all local authorities, who can run checks on behalf of schools – including school-based nurseries and maintained nursery schools.
From the start of the Autumn 2026 term, the eligibility checking service will be extended to provide a more flexible model for LAs or schools (including school-based nurseries and maintained nursery schools) to make checks, including a model where schools can make checks directly on the system. Both schools and local authorities will access the service via DfE Sign-In. 

6. Why is there are ‘targeted’ cohort and an ‘expanded cohort’, why not just record everyone the same way?

Children from households receiving universal credit with an annual net household income of £7,400 or less, families receiving support under Part VI of the Immigration an Asylum Act 1999, income-related Employment and Support allowance, or receiving the guaranteed element of pension credit will be eligible for targeted FSM. This cohort is used for accountability purposes – for example your local targets for the number of children achieving GLD at the end of reception includes a specific target for this cohort - and therefore it is right that they remain identifiable from the expanded cohort. 

7. How do we identify what families are eligible for the expanded FSM entitlement vs the targeted FSM entitlement?

The new FSM Eligibility Checking Service will return as result that will tell you whether a child meets the targeted eligibility criteria or expanded eligibility criteria.

Where a child meets the targeted eligibility criteria, you should also ensure that you have checked the child’s eligibility for Early Years Pupil Premium. 

8. Why do we need to recheck eligibility for children already receiving free school meals? 
Since 1 April 2018, all existing free school meals claimants have continued to receive free school meals whilst Universal Credit is rolled out. The department has always been clear about the intention to end transition protections at the end of the 2025 to 26 school year. 

All transitional protections for free school meals will end alongside the new entitlement applying to all households in receipt of Universal Credit. Pupils must meet the eligibility criteria for free meals, to continue receiving this provision. Eligibility for free meals should be kept under regular review through annual rechecks.

9. How does rechecking eligibility work for early years children? Do we have to recheck children in October if they only started receiving FSM in the summer term directly before this?

As transitional protections for free school meals will end at the end of the Summer 2026 term, you will need to recheck eligibility for free school meals for all families, including any family currently receiving free school meals. 

Eligibility for free school meals will now need to be kept under regular review through annual rechecks. We will provide further guidance on what this means for children in the early years in due course. 

10. When should we start rechecking eligibility for children who are currently receiving Free School Meals?

From 1 June 2026, local authorities can start to check eligibility for free school meals on behalf of schools by using the FSM Eligibility Checking Service. 

We would encourage you to complete these checks as early as possible to ensure you can confirm eligibility for families ahead of the start of the Autumn 2026 term. 

11. Low-income households often have fluctuating incomes – how does eligibility work for these families?
Families can apply for Free School Meals at any time and are entitled to receive this support as soon as their school or local authority has verified their eligibility. You should ensure that eligibility checks take place in a timely way to prevent any delays to families receiving support.
Where a households currently receives benefited-based FSM, they will retain this entitlement until the end of the Summer 2026 term, regardless of any change in household circumstances. 
Going forwards, eligibility will need to be rechecked annually. We will provide further advice on what this means for children in early years in due course.

12. When transitional protections end, will children immediately lose their entitlement to meal when families stop receiving universal credit?

Transitional protections are in place until the end of the Summer 2026 term. Any household who currently receives benefits-based FSM will retain this entitlement until the end of the current school year, regardless of any change in household circumstances.

You will need to recheck eligibility for this cohort between 1 June and 1 October 2026, however we strongly encourage you to do this before the start of the Autumn 2026 term. From the start of the Autumn 2026 term, all transition protections will end, and households will need to continue to meet the FSM eligibility criteria to continue receiving meals.

Going forwards, eligibility will need to be rechecked annually. We will provide further advice on what this means for children in early years in due course. 


13. Have the NRPF income thresholds also been expanded?

Families with no recourse to public funds (NRPF) are eligible for a free school meal if they hold no more than £16,000 in a capital and meet the relevant income threshold:
· £22,700 for families outside of London with 1 child
· £26,300 for families outside of London with 2 or more children
· £31,200 for families within London with 1 child
· £34,800 for families within London with 2 or more children

We have a published guidance on assessing eligibility for free school meals for families with no recourse to public funds (NRPF). 

14. Have the eligibility criteria for Early Years Pupil Premium (EYPP) also changed?

The eligibility criteria for Early Years Pupil Premium (EYPP) have not changed. A child is eligible for EYPP if their parent is in receipt of:

· Universal credit and has a net household income of £7,400 of less per year.
· Income-related employment and support allowance
· The guaranteed element of pension credit
· Support under Part VI of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999.

A child is also eligible for EYPP where they are currently looked after by a local authority in England or Wales or where they were previously looked after by a local authority in England or Wales but have left care through adoption, a special guardianship order or child arrangements order. 

Funding

1. Will you be offering funding to support schools to deliver FSM to early years children? 

We will publish details of how funding will be allocated to local authorities in respect of the free school meals expansion in 2026 to 2027 in due course. This funding will be available for school-based nurseries and maintained nursery schools.
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