Free School Meals for Nursery Children – What do schools need to know?
Background
Under the amended Education Act 1996, maintained schools, academies and free schools must provide free school meals (FSM) to eligible pupils, including those in school-based nurseries. From September 2026, this will extend to all pupils from households in receipt of Universal Credit. Schools and local authorities will need to ensure eligibility is regularly monitored through annual checks.
Eligibility Criteria for Nursery Aged Children
From the start of the 2026 to 2027 academic year, FSM eligibility is being expanded to all children from households in receipt of Universal Credit, regardless of household earnings. 
In addition to meeting the eligibility criteria, children in school-based nursery provision must:
1. be a registered pupil of the school and (see below in definitions)
1. attend both before and after the lunch period to receive a free school meal. For example, a child attending full days on Monday and Tuesday but only a morning session on Wednesday would be eligible for a free meal on Monday and Tuesday, but not on Wednesday.
Making a Claim
Checks must be completed before the start of the 2026 to 2027 academic year to ensure all eligible pupils can receive FSM from the beginning of the autumn term. Please note that pupils will not attract FSM funding if eligibility has not been confirmed ahead of the October census.
1. Ensure all Nursery parents have fully completed Step 1 and 2 of the Early Years Parent Funding Declaration. 
1. Upload all nursery children and parent/carer’s information on to the Schools and Early Years Portal within set timescales.  
The portal will open on 30th June and close on 16th September 2026. 
1. Local Authority will complete FSM eligibility checks for all children included in the Schools and Early Years Portal. 
1. Local Authority will send schools a list of eligible nursery children via Data Locker. 
1. Using a Local Authority template, schools will identify FSM eligible children who attend nursery both before and after lunch, highlighting how many meals per week they are entitled to claim for. Information will be securely returned to the LA using Data Locker. The template will be sent at a later date. 
1. Schools will be paid based on the number of meals claimed. 
Definitions
Registered Pupils: If a school's statutory age range is 3 to 11 or 2 to 11 (verified on the Get Information about Schools (GIAS) system), the school has a formally recognised, maintained nursery class. Children within this age bracket are entered onto the main admission register.  Schools complete the Schools Census for these children. 
Non-Registered Pupils: If the school's statutory age range is 4 to 11 (starting at Reception), the school cannot legally have registered nursery pupils. Any younger children on site are automatically considered non-pupils attending a community facility. Schools complete the Early Years Census for these children. 

