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Executive Summary  
 
The Schools Forum's Urgent Business Procedure has been used to agree a response 
to the DfE consultation on Eligibility for free school meals and the early years pupil 
premium under Universal Credit.  This report provides details. 
 
 
Forum Decision Required 
 

The Forum is asked to note the report. 
 

 
 

  



 

Background  
 

Reports to the Early Years Block and the Schools Block working groups in December 
2017 alerted members to the Government consultation on 'Eligibility for free school 
meals and the early years pupil premium under Universal Credit'.  
 
The closing date for consultation responses was 11 January 2018, and so it was 
agreed that a draft response should be circulated for approval using the Forum's 
Urgent Business Procedure. 
 
The draft response was prepared in conjunction with the LCC Pupil Access and 
Welfare Rights services and was circulated on 5 January 2018, requesting comments 
by 10 January 2018.  A copy of the draft is provided at Appendix A. 
 
Information about the responses will be provided at the Forum meeting on 16 January 
2018. 
 
 
  



 

Appendix A 
 

Consultation: Eligibility for free school meals and the early years pupil premium 
under Universal Credit 
 
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? 
Although the consultation document suggests that under the proposals around 50,000 
more children would receive free school meals in the future it also states that around 
90 % of the 1.9 million pupils who are currently eligible will continue to be so. This 
implies that approximately 190,000 pupils will lose their eligibility.  
 
In Lancashire, there were 38,235 pupils who were eligible to receive free school meals 
at the time of the January census. If only 90% retain eligibility then 3824 pupils are 
likely to lose out.   
 
There is a concern that the examples used mask the actual impact of Universal Credit. 
 
If Priya, the lone parent with one child, used in Example A worked for 16 hours, earning 
£504 pcm, and received £331 Working Tax Credit and £277 Child Tax Credit, her 
weekly disposable income from her earnings, Tax Credits and Child Benefit would be 
£277. On Universal Credit, with exactly the same income, she would receive Universal 
Credit of £527.49 pcm (instead of the £608 pcm from Tax Credits), so Priya would be 
£18.27 per week worse off. The offer of a free school meal rather than the extra £18.27 
weekly income undermines the principles behind the intention to improve the lives of 
the most disadvantaged families on the lowest income, as overall the income to her 
family will reduce. 
 
If the same example is extrapolated with an annual income of £7400, and Priya 
working between 16 and 29 hours a week, she would on Tax Credits receive £574 
pcm, but on Universal Credit would only receive £456 pcm, effectively £27 per week 
worse off. 
 
Families who rely on in-work benefits to top up their earnings are already struggling to 
manage financially, so replacing a drop in income with free school meals does little if 
anything to alleviate the disadvantages faced by their children. 
 
 
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? 

In the short term the protection will offer some administrative benefits in respect of a 
reduction in the need to conduct regular bulk entitlement checks. There will however 
be the need to develop a new recording systems to distinguish between the 'protected' 
pupils and those who newly qualify after Universal Credit is fully rolled out.  
 
The biggest concern about the changes relate to the reliability of the Inland Revenue 
ECS checker to correctly identify eligible claimants. It is understood that the payment 
of Universal Credit is determined by undertaking monthly income checks based on live 



 

data from employers. Claimants that have an income that is close to the £7400 
threshold could be unsure on a month-to-month basis of whether Free School Meals 
will be provided and the number of checks being undertaken could rise exponentially.   
The County Council already experiences significant difficulties in verifying entitlement 
in areas where no documentation is issued to an entitled claimant and the ECS 
checker is not up to date with the parent's eligibility.    
 
 
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? 
The response to Question 1 notes that up to 4000 Lancashire children may lose their 
eligibility to free school meals. 
 
The Equality Analysis recognises that the children most likely to lose out are those 
with special educational needs or a disability, those attending a school with no 
religious character and those from certain ethnic groups. 
 
 
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? 

There has been significant change to the examination system underlying the 
accountability framework for secondary schools over a number of years; this has been 
managed by the use of a dashed line between different years in a time series to 
dissuade analysts from making direct comparisons between the years concerned. 
There does not appear to be any reason why this approach would not work where time 
series for disadvantaged pupils are concerned. Alternatively, national frameworks 
could stop producing time series until the period of change has completed, instead 
publishing data for one year only for disadvantaged pupils. 
 
Whatever approach is used, it is right to make clear that a like-for-like comparison 
cannot 


