
Eligibility for free school meals and the early years pupil 

premium under Universal Credit – Government consultation  

Food for Life response  

 

Food for Life works with schools and early years settings to make it normal, easy, and enjoyable to 

eat well. The Food for Life school and early years awards provide a framework for a ‘whole setting 

approach’, which engages children and parents, staff, caterers and the wider community, around an 

ethos of good food. Independent evaluation of the school award has shown that it improves dietary 

behaviours. Children in Food for Life schools are twice as likely to eat their five-a-day compared to 

children in matched comparison schools.  

Food for Life Served Here provides accreditation for caterers that are serving freshly prepared and 

more sustainable meals that meet the school food standards or the voluntary food and drink 

guidelines for early years settings. Food for Life is active in over 50% of English primary schools, with 

over 1.7 million Food for Life Served Here meals served every day. 

 

Question 1: Do you agree with our proposed net earnings threshold to determine eligibility for free 

school meals and the early years pupil premium under Universal Credit?  

No. Food for Life has a number of concerns about the proposed eligibility criteria:  

Children living in poverty: Analysis of the available data by the Children’s Society has shown that 

there are around a million children of school age who will not be eligible for free school meals under 

the proposed criteria, and these are largely children living in poverty in working families. 

Food for Life believes that it is incumbent upon Government to ensure that no child living in poverty 

goes hungry at school. Free school meals can benefit a child’s diet and health, and their behaviour, 

attendance and academic performance. They should be available to those that need them the most. 

Food for Life suggests that the net earnings eligibility threshold should be removed and that all 

children in families in receipt of Universal Credit should be eligible for free school meals throughout 

their time at school. 

Creating a cliff-edge and disincentives to work: Figures from The Children’s Society show that “once 

a family with one child passes the £7,400 threshold, they would need to earn £1,124 a year more, 

the equivalent of working 2.4 hours more each week at national living wage, to make up for the loss 

of  free school meals.” This creates a perverse disincentive to work fewer hours, contrary to the 

intention of Universal Credit to ‘make work pay’. 

The introduction of a net earnings eligibility threshold also introduces the prospect that a child’s 

entitlement could change regularly as a result of fluctuations in household income, week-by-week or 

month-by-month. It is unclear and vaguely addressed how a family/school/local authority would be 

able to manage a regular fluctuation in eligibility for free school meals. 



Finally, while welcome protections have been put in place in the short term meaning that everyone 

currently eligible will continue to receive a free school meal, in the longer term children from 

families that are just above the threshold will miss out in a manner that seems to be arbitrary, or 

else will move in and out of eligibility as the family income fluctuates. This is an inescapable feature 

of a net earnings threshold, and provides further rationale to extend eligibility to all children in 

families in receipt of Universal Credit.  

Implementation: If a net earnings eligibility threshold is to be implemented then guidance regarding 

delivery and eligibility systems should be developed in dialogue with schools and local authorities to 

ensure that the maximum number of eligible families register their entitlement to free school meals. 

In particular, the process of eligible families registering for free school meals including through 

automatic registration via the Eligibility Checking System should be clarified. Government should 

publish details of how many local authorities are currently using the Eligibility Checking System, 

along with plans to support increased registration, and plans to support families to take up free 

school meals if their local authority has automatically registered their child’s eligibility. 

The question of waiting periods must also be addressed. Clarity should be provided regarding a 

child’s eligibility for free school meals during the waiting period in which a family is applying for 

Universal Credit. It might be that the family is without income in this period sufficient to pay for 

school meals, yet the child may not be eligible to claim free school meals. 

Monitoring and maximising take-up of free school meals: 

School census data from January 2017 shows that there has been a recent downward trend in the 

take up of free school meals in recent years, though this trend is difficult to track in the absence of a 

national meals survey. Government should reinstatement funding for this survey in order to monitor 

take up of free and paid-for meals, allowing Government to review the number of children 

benefitting from school food standards. 

Government should also incentivise take-up by promoting a whole school approach to food, as 

recommended by the School Food Plan. In Food for Life schools that are implementing a whole 

school approach free school meal take-up in primary schools was shown to increase by 13 

percentage points over two years and by 20 percentage points in secondary schools. 

Ring-fence funding for school meals: 

Money allocated to free school meals should be ring-fenced for those meals for those children. 

Money allocated to free school meals (and universal infant free school meals) should not be used by 

schools or local authorities procuring school meals services to make up shortfalls in broader 

education or local authority funding. Food for Life recommends that the Government should commit 

to a ring-fence to reassure parents that the quality of school meal provision is protected from wider 

financial pressures. 

Consistency of approach in the early years: 



Government should be consistent in its approach to food in the early years. The consultation 

document says “our country has a long-standing principle of providing free school meals to the most 

disadvantaged children,” but this does not apply to children in the early years. 

The consultation document also says: “The economic eligibility criteria for the early years pupil 

premium are the same as for free school meals. This means eligibility for support for pre-school 

children is broadly consistent with the criteria for the pupil premium support for school-aged 

children. This consistency is important so that the most disadvantaged families benefit from this 

additional funding across the age range” This consistency does not extend to free meal provision, 

but it should.  

Food for Life suggests that the proposed consultation on the eligibility criteria under Universal Credit 

for the free 15-hour early education entitlement for disadvantaged two-year-olds (1.6 in the 

consultation document) should be used to propose introducing free meals for this group and for 

those 3 and 4 year olds eligible for Early Years Pupil Premium – the priority group from both 

nutrition and education inequalities perspectives).As the 30 free hours funding does not include 

lunches and settings are being forced to charge extra or give up hot meal provision, the most likely 

outcome currently is that “those who most need them” are not benefitting from the new early years 

menus and nutrition guidelines that were recently published by DfE. 

Question 2: Do you agree with our intention to protect those pupils who would otherwise lose their 

entitlement to free school meals, and those children who would otherwise lose their entitlement to 

the early years pupil premium, under the new eligibility criteria?  

No. While we welcome these protections, eligibility should be extended to all children living in 

families in receipt of Universal Credit. (While the anticipated increase of 50,000 in free school meals 

is a positive, this equates to only two more free meals a day per school in England.) Further clarity 

should also be provided on the protection period. The consultation document states that children 

“should be protected against losing their meals whilst Universal Credit is fully rolled out nationally.” 

Does this mean the protection period extends until March 2022 (the date cited by the Minister of 

State, Department for Work and Pensions as when national rollout will be completed)? We would 

suggest that it would be clearer and would offer more robust protection to state that eligibility will 

be protected for all currently eligible children until they reach the age of 16. 

Question 3: Do you feel that the proposals in this consultation may adversely affect any children 

who share one or more of the relevant protected characteristics outlined in the Equality Act 2010?  

No comment. 

Question 4: Do you have any views on the proposed management of the changes to the 

disadvantage measures or on the metrics we publish for the measurement of disadvantaged 

pupils’ performance?  

No comment. 
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