Update regarding free school meals changes, for schools using the Staffordshire County Council Free School Meals Entitlement Checking Service – 27 May 2026 

This guidance applies to schools that buy into the Staffordshire Free School Meals Entitlement Checking Service. Schools that do not buy into the service should contact their own provider for advice.

Recent updates from the Department for Education (DfE) may have caused some confusion. For schools using our service, we will continue to:
· Provide the online application process
· Handle any queries from parents regarding their eligibility
· Carry out ongoing eligibility checks
· Provide school with the required information for their census
You will not need to register for direct access to the national checking system when available, as it does not link to our systems and would prevent us from managing claims effectively (e.g. we could not carry out ongoing checks or transfer claims between schools).
Parents have already given consent for us to hold their data and carry out ongoing checks as part of the application process.

Key points
· The new entitlement criteria apply to both nursery-aged and statutory school-aged pupils to the end of sixth form years for meals provided from 1 September 2026 onwards.
· We are awaiting further clarification from the DfE, a new entitlement checker, and system updates.
· Once systems are updated and tested, we can begin processing applications under both Targeted and Expanded criteria.

Applications for September
· Parents should wait until after 15 June to apply so checks can be completed against both criteria. 
· Schools should ensure their website links to:
www.staffordshire.gov.uk/freeschoolmeals for parents to obtain the most up to date information and make an application

Nursery eligibility
· Children in governor-run nurseries (not registered pupils) are not eligible for FSM.
· Children in private, voluntary, or independent settings are not eligible for FSM.
· Children who are registered pupils of the school (not guest or dual registered) and approved for FSM can receive meals only on days they attend before and after lunch (paid or funded sessions).
· School funding for FSM only applies from Reception upwards.

Ongoing eligibility checks
· We aim to complete these checks before the end of the summer term.
· Eligible pupils will retain FSM until July 2027.
· Schools will receive the required FSM category and eligibility verification date for the autumn census.

Actions for schools
· Check your Prime active claims report as soon as possible to ensure all eligible pupils are included. If we don’t hold their details, we cannot do the ongoing entitlement checks. 
· Report discrepancies to the FSM team: 
· Email: freeschoolmeals@staffordshire.gov.uk
· Phone: 0300 111 8007 (Option 3, then Option 2)
· Pupils joining from non-Staffordshire schools or non-buy-in schools must make a successful new FSM application before receiving meals.
· Sign up for the Staffordshire FSM service to continue in September via the Entrust portal. Be sure to complete the purchase as some schools have put the SLA in the basket but not checked it out. 
Future process
· Eligibility will be rechecked annually (June/July).
· Schools must regularly review active and ended claims reports in Prime.
· For new Prime accounts, register at:
https://apps2.staffordshire.gov.uk/WEB/OneEMSReportingPortal
 
	[image: ]
	Fiona Coldwell | Senior Officer, Education Transport and Free School Meals Entitlement Policy
School Admissions and Transport Service, 
1 Staffordshire Place,
Tipping Street, Stafford, ST16 2LP
Email:fiona.coldwell@staffordshire.gov.uk
www.staffordshire.gov.uk/freeschoolmeals  





image1.png
7]

Staffordshire
County Council




