FREE SCHOOL MEALS GUIDANCE DOCUMENTS MAY 2026

Free school meals: guidance for schools and local authorities - GOV.UK
Free school meals expansion grant: methodology - GOV.UK
Free meals in further education guide - GOV.UK

The follow text has been cut and pasted verbatim from the guidance documents above:

Changes for the 2026 to 2027 academic year
From the start of the 2026 to 2027 academic year, all children from households in receipt of Universal Credit attending these schools will be entitled to receive a free meal.
We have made this a legal requirement through the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Act 2026 and intend to lay additional regulations extending this duty to maintained nursery schools.
Going forward, there will be 2 categories of benefits-based free school meals:
· Targeted FSM, which continues to be based on the existing threshold, covering pupils who are in households in receipt of Universal Credit with annual household earnings of £7,400 or less
· Expanded FSM, a new category covering pupils who do not qualify for targeted FSM, but who are in households receiving Universal Credit

Ending transitional protections
Transitional protections for free school meals have been in effect since 1 April 2018. This has meant that pupils becoming eligible for free meals under the benefits-based criteria have retained their entitlement, even if their household circumstances have changed.
Transitional protections apply until the end of the 2025 to 2026 academic year. All pupils eligible for free school meals under the benefits-based criteria before the end of the 2025 to 2026 academic year should continue to receive this entitlement until the end of that academic year.
From the start of the 2026 to 2027 academic year, transitional protections for free school meals will end. Households must meet the FSM eligibility criteria from the start of the 2026 to 2027 academic year to continue receiving provision.

Planning for increases
The new FSM entitlement will result in most schools experiencing an increase in pupils qualifying for free meals. Some will be taking school meals for the first time.
To plan effectively, we encourage schools to estimate:
· how many additional pupils will become newly eligible for FSM
· how many additional meals will need to be served
Depending on information already held, schools may wish to survey families, including any families using nursery provision, on whether they:
· are in receipt of Universal Credit
· take a meal currently
· intend to take up meals from the start of the 2026 to 2027 academic year
A summary of key changes to FSM that schools and local authorities need to take account of is included in the checklist at Annex D.

Who is eligible for benefits based free school meals
From the start of the 2026 to 2027 academic year, we are expanding FSM eligibility to all children from households in receipt of Universal Credit regardless of household earnings. Free school meals are available to pupils in receipt of, or whose parents are in receipt of, one or more of the following benefits: 
· Universal Credit
· support under Part VI of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999
A pupil is only eligible to receive a free school meal where both:
· a claim for this support has been made
· their eligibility has been verified by the school where they are enrolled or by the local authority 
Households may also be entitled to a meal if they:
· are in receipt of income-related Employment and Support Allowance
· receive the guarantee element of Pension Credit
· meet criteria set out in separate guidance for families with no recourse to public funds

Targeted FSM
Children from households in receipt of Universal Credit with annual household earnings of £7,400 or less (the existing threshold for FSM prior to the expansion), will be eligible for targeted FSM. In addition to receiving free meals, pupils eligible for targeted FSM will attract pupil premium and other disadvantage funding for their schools. 
Pupil premium and other disadvantage funding is currently allocated in respect of pupils who are recorded in school census returns as eligible for FSM, or have been recorded as eligible for FSM in the past 6 years (referred to as Ever 6 FSM). From the start of the 2026 to 2027 academic year, Ever 6 FSM will be based on targeted FSM. This cohort is also used for accountability purposes.
Other education entitlements that have previously been linked to eligibility for FSM, such as the Holiday Activities and Food programme (HAF) and the ‘extended rights’ element of school travel assistance, will also continue to be based on targeted FSM. 
Households qualifying for free meals because they are in receipt of support under Part VI of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999 will also be eligible for targeted FSM.
Households in receipt of Income-related Employment and Support Allowance or the guarantee element of Pension Credit or households with families with no recourse to public funds (NRPF) may also be eligible for targeted FSM.

Expanded FSM
Children from households in receipt of Universal Credit, with annual household earnings exceeding £7,400 will be entitled to expanded FSM (meals only).

The new checking service
This digital system is called the FSM eligibility checking service (ECS). It is replacing the existing checking system made available by DfE. It will be available for all local authorities to use from 1 June 2026.
If a local authority or school currently make checks through in house software linked to the existing ECS, you can continue to do this.
We are working with all vendors in the market to ensure they can connect to the new service and provide accurate results confirming whether pupils meet the targeted or expanded FSM criteria.

Funding for free meals
Schools and other settings will receive additional funding to reflect the increase in FSM eligibility from the start of the 2026 to 2027 academic year. The distribution mechanism for this additional funding will vary across age ranges and settings.
Mainstream schools and special and alternative provision (AP) schools, will receive their additional funding through a new grant – the ‘FSM expansion grant’ – in 2026 to 2027.
Funding arrangements for school-based nurseries and maintained nursery schools will be confirmed in due course.
It is crucial that schools capture all eligible pupils through their October school census return, for this to be accounted for in their funding allocations.
It is also important that eligibility is rechecked for all pupils, as only pupils whose eligibility has been verified between 1 June and 1 October 2026 will attract funding in 2027 to 2028.



Mainstream schools
Mainstream schools (for pupils from reception to key stage 4), would normally receive funding in respect of free school meals as part of their core funding allocations. However, since core funding is allocated on a lagged basis, it will not include funding for the FSM expansion in 2026 to 2027.
The 2026 to 2027 FSM expansion grant will therefore provide schools with additional funding to help them meet the costs of providing more pupils with free meals, before the lagged funding system has caught up.
It will be calculated based on the difference in FSM eligibility between the October 2025 and October 2026 census, at a per pupil rate of £505 per annum.
As funding will be paid for 7 months of the 2026 to 2027 financial year (from September 2026 to March 2027), the pro rata rate for that period will be £295 per pupil.


Universal infant free school meals (UIFSM)
Children in reception, year 1 and year 2 will continue to be entitled to free meals, regardless of the earnings or benefit status of their households. This support is made available under the Universal Infant Free School Meal (UIFSM) programme.
Families with children in reception, year 1 and year 2 should still be encouraged to apply for benefits-based FSM. If they are eligible for targeted FSM, they could attract additional funding for their schools.
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