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This document provides operational guidance for School Business Managers (SBMs) and administrative staff responsible for:
· Managing Free School Meals (FSM) application and eligibility
· Assessing and recording No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) applications
· Ensuring compliance with Department for Education (DfE) requirements
· Maintaining accurate data for funding and audit purposes 

Accurate FSM administration is critical as it directly impacts:
· Pupil entitlement to meals
· School funding (including Pupil Premium and FSM expansion funding)
· Audit and inspection outcomes

From September 2026, schools should expect a significant increase in FSM applications due to expanded eligibility.  

This will increase demand across:
· Application processing for NRPF
· Eligibility checking 
· Parent communication and support 
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From the 2026/27 academic year:

End of FSM Protection


· FSM transitional protections have ended
· All pupils must meet current eligibility criteria 

Ongoing Eligibility Checks

· Eligibility must be actively reviewed at least annually
· Schools should complete checks before the October census

Important 
Pupils without verified eligibility at the October census will not attract funding 
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FSM eligibility now includes two categories:
· Targeted FSM
· Meets income threshold (£7,400 or below)
· Attracts Pupil Premium Funding 

· Expanded FSM
· Eligible via Universal Credit above threshold 
· Provides meals only
· Does NOT attract Pupil Premium

Important: Accurate recording of the correct category in Arbor is essential for funding 
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A pupil may be eligible if their parent/carer receives one of the following:
· Universal Credit (income <£7,400 annually)
· Income Support
· Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance 
· Income-related Employment and Support Allowance 
· Pension Credit (guarantee element)
· Child Tax Credit (within threshold conditions)
· Working Tax Credit run-on (4 weeks)
· Support under Immigration and Asylum legislation 


Early Years Consideration  


Schools should ensure that FSM eligibility checks also include relevant pupils in early years provision, particularly where pupils are due to start in September 

Key Principles   


A pupil is only eligible when:
· An application has been submitted, and
· The eligibility has been validated and recorded 








Digital Eligibility Checker  


Where possible, parents/carers should complete this process directly, with schools providing support where needed. 
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Promoting FSM Applications 


Schools should actively promote FSM applications to ensure all eligible families are identified.
This may include:
· Sharing the application link with all families 
· Targeted communication to potentially eligible households
· Supporting families to complete applications where required
· Increasing uptake ensures that pupils receive support and that schools secure all available funding 


Standard FSM Application Process (LGfL Self-Service)


Schools will instruct parents/carers to complete an eligibility check directly through the LGfL Free School Meals eligibility system.  
Within each Trust school, designated members of staff must register their school on the LGfL Eligibility Checker and distribute the relevant link to parents/carers.

FSM Eligibility Checker (LGfL) for schools: FSM Request Form 

Process for Parents/Carers 


Parents/carers should:
· Access the LGfL eligibility checker using the link provided
· Enter the required personal and benefit information
· Submit their details for verification
· Confirm the outcome with the school where required LGfL eli




gibility checker using the link 
provRole of the School

Schools remain responsible for:
· Verifying and recording eligibility outcomes
· Ensuring FSM status is correctly recorded in Arbor
· Supporting families who are unable to complete the process independently

Following up where: 
· Applications have not been completed
· Additional evidence is required


provBenefits of this Approach

Using the LGfL system directly:
· Reduces administrative handling of sensitive data
· Improves efficiency of eligibility checking
· Ensures checks are completed using live government data sources
· Minimises delays in confirming eligibility


Supporting Families  


Schools must ensure that all families can access the process by:
· Sharing the eligibility link with all parents/carers
· Providing support for families with limited digital access
· Offering assisted completion where necessary 

Explaining clearly:
· What information is required
· Why the check is necessary 

Important Considerations 


An eligibility check must still be completed and verified before FSM entitlement can be confirmed 
Schools must ensure outcomes are recorded accurately in Arbor 

Where eligibility cannot be confirmed through the system, schools must proceed with manual evidence checks
s remain responsible for:





heckPreparing for Increased Volume of Applications  


Schools are encouraged to send information out to parents as early as possible ahead of the Autumn term. 

Early preparation allows:
· Eligibility to be confirmed before the start of the term
· Pupils to access meals from day one
· Accurate data to be included in the October census

Delays in processing applications may result in:
· Pupils missing entitlement 
· Loss of funding 

Supporting Families  


Schools must:
· Provide support for families unable to complete online forms
· Offer alternative formats where necessary 
· Clearly explain why information is required 
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Universal Credit Assessment


Eligibility is assessed across up to three assessment periods:
· 1 period <£616.67 -  eligible
· 2 periods  <£1,233.34 – eligible
· 3 periods <£1,850 – eligible

Only complete assessments periods should be used 


When Manual Checks are Required


Manual checks are required where:
· The system cannot confirm eligibility 
· The result is disputed 
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Where required, schools must collect supporting evidence, such as:
· Universal Credit award statement (up to 3 periods)
· Benefit letters
· Bank statements 
· Employer confirmation 

For self-employed applicants:
· Tax return or company registration 
· Income self-declaration


Decision Making


· Compare evidence against thresholds
· Ensure consistent and fair application 
· Retain all documentation for audit 
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No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF)
Overview


FSM eligibility has been extended to include some NRPF families, subject to thresholds.

These cases:
· Cannot be verified through the eligibility checker
· Require a fully manual process

Eligible Groups


Include:
· Zambrano and Chen carers
· Families with Article 8 leave to remain
· Families supported under Section 17 
· Certain visa holders (e.g work, student, BN(O)
· Individuals without immigration status 

Income Thresholds


· £22,700 (1 child outside London)
· £26,300 (2 + children outside of London)
· Savings must not exceed £16,000



Evidence Requirements



Schools must collect:  
· Immigration status
· eVisa or residence permit
· Home Office documentation
· Income Verification 
· Payslips
· Bank Statements
· Employer letter
· Signed self-declaration 



Recording Additional Identifiers


In some cases, parents/carers may not have a National Insurance Number.  Schools can now record an alternative identifier:  
· Asylum Seeker Reference Number (NASS)

This supports:
· Eligibility assessment for families without National Insurance numbers
· NRPF and asylum-related applications 


Use of Standard DfE Documentation


Schools should use the DfE-provided templates to support consistent practice, including:  
· FSM application forms
· Self-employment declaration forms
· NRPF application templates
· 
These support consistent decision-making and strengthen audit compliance.


Recording and Audit


Schools must:
· Record eligible pupils in the census
· Retain evidence securely 
· Ensure decisions are defensible 
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Schools must ensure accurate recording of:
· FSM category (Targeted/Expanded)
· Last Verified Date
· Next Check Date

Accurate data supports: 
· Compliance
· Reporting accuracy 





Enhancements to FSM Management in Arbor



Arbor has introduced several updates to support schools in managing Free School Meals more effectively, particularly following the introduction of Targeted and Expanded FSM categories 



Key Functionality now available 


· FSM Category Reporting
· FSM Categories (Targeted, Expanded, Other) are now available within the Custom Report Writer (Student > Meals).  

This allows schools to 
· Filter and group pupils by FSM category 
· Produce reports to support funding analysis and monitoring 
· FSM Category Visibility

FSM Category is now visible in:
· The Free School Meals student page
· Exports (Excel, CSV, PDF)

This supports:
· Internal monitoring 
· Reporting to leaders and governors
· Audit readiness 
· Student Profile Indicator 

FSM status now displays clearly on each student profile within the Derived Background Indicators section, for example:
· Yes (Targeted FSM)
· This helps staff quickly 
· Identify eligibility type
· Ensure correct support is in place
· Bulk Update Functionality 

Schools can now update FSM eligibility, including:
· Categories
· Start/end dates
· Verification dates

This is particularly useful when:
· Processing large volumes of applications
· Completing annual rechecks prior to census 
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The October census determines funding allocations.

Key Requirement


All FSM eligibility must be:
· Verified
· Recorded
· Up to date

Risk


Failure to do so will result in:
· Inaccurate reporting
· Loss of funding

Early Preparation for Census Accuracy 


The period between June and October is critical for FSM administration.

Schools should prioritise:
· New pupil applications
· Rechecking existing eligibility 
· Ensuring all details are up to date
· Early and accurate preparation will ensure that funding is correctly captured
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Manual forms for FSM and NRPF applications involve sensitive personal data, including financial and immigration information.

Schools must comply with:
· UK GDPR
· Data Protection Act 2018






Key Requirements

· Collect only necessary data
· Store information securely 
· Restrict access to authorised staff
· Do not retain data unnecessarily 
· Provide transparency to families

Secure Handling of Data

Schools must:
· Use secure systems (e.g  MIS)
· Avoid long-term storage in email inboxes 
· Store documents in restricted-access location

The use of the LGfL eligibility checker reduces the need for schools to collect and process sensitive personal data directly, as eligibility is assessed through a secure external system



Retention and Audit


· Evidence must be retained in line with Trust Policies 
· Records must be available for audit 
· Documentation must support all decisions


Data Breaches


Any suspected breach must be:
· Reported immediately 
· Managed in line with Trust procedures
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Administration Staff


· Process applications 
· Check eligibility 
· Record and maintain accurate data
· FSM data is accurately recorded and regularly updated in Arbor
· New system functionality (e.g bulk updates, reporting tools) is used to maintain efficiency and accuracy.



School Business Manager/Central Team


· Monitor compliance
· Ensure data accuracy 
· Oversee funding implications

Headteachers


Provide oversight
· Ensure effective systems are in place 
· Monitor impact on funding and provision 
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· Parent completes eligibility check via LGfL system
· School reviews and confirms outcome
· If not confirmed – request evidence 
· Complete manual assessment if required
· Record outcome on local spreadsheet with date of eligibility check first (recommended)
· Update Arbor with data from your local spreadsheet
· Set next review date
· Ensure accuracy before October census


[bookmark: _Toc233291550]Key Risks and Mitigation
	Risk
	Impact
	Mitigation 

	Missing eligibility 
	Loss of funding
	Annual Checks

	Incomplete applications 
	Delays
	Use standardised forms

	Incorrect decisions 
	Compliance Risk
	Evidence-based assessment

	Poor Data Handling
	GDPR breach
	Secure systems and training 
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