Free School Meals and Pupil Premium opt-out auto-award
In January 2026, Gloucestershire County Council (GCC) introduce a new approach (opt-out auto-award) to help make sure that more children in Gloucestershire receive the free school meals (FSM) they are entitled to.
What is ‘opt-out auto-award’?
Opt-out auto-award means drawing on existing Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) data and county council records to identify and register entitled children for FSM, without their family needing to apply.
 
It will also bring in additional money for schools, as various sources of funding (including Pupil Premium and Ever6) are calculated based on the number of children registered for page.
FSM Language Explained
GCC is aligned with the DWP in the language we use around FSM.

· Entitled: the children who should receive FSM, but are not registered to do so  
· Eligible: the children who should receive FSM, and are registered to do so
GCC is interested in identifying and registering entitled children.
Why this is important
Free school meals (FSM) are a lifeline for many families with lower incomes. Yet it is estimated that at least 250,000 children across the UK are not registered to receive the nutritious meal they are entitled to. 

Research shows there are several reasons for this: some parents feel uncomfortable asking for help, some are unsure about the process, and others find the form difficult because of language, literacy or other access barriers. These challenges lead to lower registration for FSM. As a result, schools miss out on vital pupil premium funding, intended for disadvantaged pupils, and take on additional administrative work to support families through the registration process.

Opt-out auto-award helps to reduce under-registration, ensuring all pupils receive their FSM entitlement. It also ensures that schools receive more funding and benefit from less administrative workload.

GCC’s new opt-out auto-award process will be even more important from September 2026, when free school meal eligibility is extended to all households receiving Universal Credit. 

GCC is implementing opt-out auto-award to make sure that all entitled children benefit from receiving a nutritious school meal. 

The impact on schools
· There will be no changes to your process: Schools will receive lists of entitled students to register for the school census, as normal.
· There will be an increase in numbers: GCC expects more pupils to be identified, which may require a little extra time to manage. However, the benefit- greater support and funding- far outweighs the effort.



	Question  
	Answer 

	About the process

	What is ‘opt-out auto-award’ 
	This process identifies and registers entitled primary, and secondary students for free school meals (FSM) unless families choose not to participate. 

	How many times a year will GCC facilitate opt-out auto-award checks in future?  
	GCC will decide on the frequency of this project. Schools will be contacted each time new students are added as a result of this project.

	What happens when a family’s financial circumstances change mid-year, and they become entitled for FSM and want to register
	If a family’s financial situation changes mid-year and they become entitled to FSM they should make an application for FSM on the GCC Citizens Portal. This is in line with current processes. 

However, if they do not make an application, then they should be identified during the next opt-out auto-award check. 


	What happens if a family’s financial circumstances change mid-year and they no longer need FSM?
	If a pupil with an eligible claim loses entitlement mid-year, they still have their claim protected through transitional protection. Please note that the transitional protection phase will end at the end of the 2025/2026 academic year. 

	What this means for schools

	What happens if a child who is entitled is not auto-enrolled in this round of opt-out auto-award? 
	Opt-out auto-award will only be run around the agreed checking dates (e.g. per census round). 

Schools should follow the usual process with the family by signposting them through to the GCC Citizens Portal, if a family: 
· Suspects they are, or become entitled
· Are an ad hoc, or new joiners without an existing FSM claim

The Free School Meals team will notify your school of any pupils found to be entitled. These children will be added to your entitled list. 


	What can schools do to support this?  
	All schools must participate in this exercise to fulfil their legal obligation to register pupils who are entitled to FSM. GCC will not register any pupil whose family has not had the opportunity to opt out. 

	Will this be for maintained schools only?
	All local authority maintained schools and academies that subscribe to the Council’s traded service will be included in this process. 

Any academy that wishes to subscribe can get in touch with our FSM Team (edsupport@gloucestershire.gov.uk).


	What if children are at two schools? Will they receive two different letters?
	GCC will send one letter per child and include a caveat in the letter that they need to opt out on an individual basis. This will minimise any chance of confusion from the family about which child is entitled to FSM. 

	Will schools still receive Pupil Premium funding if families opt-out of FSM?  
	No, the school will not receive Pupil Premium if the family opts-out of FSM.

If a parent/carer is found to be entitled, but opts-out of the process, GCC will not set up the FSM claim, and they will be excluded from opt-out checks for the next 2 years. If they would like to opt-in in at any point, they can: 

· Apply as normal through the GCC Citizens Portal
· Contact the GCC FSM Team (edsupport@gloucestershire.gov.uk) or the school directly about this.

The child/children will then show on your school list to be recorded as recipients of FSM and Pupil Premium.


	What if a pupil needs reasonable adjustments (e.g. dietary or cultural)? 
	As per the School food in England guidance, schools should make reasonable adjustments for pupils with particular requirements, for example to reflect medical, dietary and cultural needs. 

Parents should be able to contact the school for their children’s specific requirements. 




For more details on how we use family information, see our Privacy Notice on our website - Free School Meals | Gloucestershire County Council (Apply for free school meals | Gloucestershire County Council)
