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Introduction 
 

The purpose of this document is twofold:  

 

1. a technical note to give background information on the methodology which 

underpins the early years benchmarking tool for 2025 to 2026. It contains 

information on the datasets used and calculations performed by the Department 

for Education (DfE) 

 

2. a user guide explaining how to use the early years benchmarking tool 

 

Users can view early years funding information for an individual local authority, or 

compare up to 10 different local authorities across the Children’s Services statistical 

neighbours. See further information on statistical neighbours. 

 

DfE is publishing an updated early years funding benchmarking tool for each local 

authority. This tool includes the projected spend in 2025 to 2026 to deliver early years 

places for children aged 9 months to 4-years-old and is based on the budget information 

from the section 251 data provide by local authorities. 

 

Who this publication is for 
 

This guidance is for:  

 

• local authorities 

• early years providers 

• governing bodies in all maintained schools, academies and free schools 

 

Main points 
 

The government sets out requirements in legislation and guidance for local authorities to 

pass on funding to providers and to create their own local funding formulae. These 

requirements are set out in full in the early years funding operational guidance. The key 

requirements are that: 

 

• all local authorities must plan to pass-through at least 96% of early years 

entitlements funding to providers (increasing to 97% from 2026 to 2027) 

• local authorities can only use a limited set of funding supplements, with a total 

value capped at 12% of allocated budget to providers 

• local authorities must use a universal base rate to fund all providers 

• all local authorities must have a local inclusion fund for children with special 

educational needs, covering all the entitlement funding streams 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-authority-interactive-tool-lait
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-years-funding-2025-to-2026/early-years-entitlements-local-authority-funding-operational-guide-2025-to-2026
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The benchmarking tool includes information about how local authorities are planning to 

meet these requirements in 2025 to 2026. 
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Early years funding 
 

Introduction 
  

All funding for the early years entitlements is in the Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG), 

which is ring-fenced for education purposes. The Department for Education calculates a 

total amount of DSG for each local authority and distributes it to them. 

 

Decisions on the distribution of funding for the early years entitlements to early years 

providers are made by local authorities within the regulations set out by the Department 

for Education in the Schools and Early Years Finance (England) Regulations. 

 

Local authorities are required to use locally determined formulae to set the funding rates 

for all types of providers to fund the government entitlement places. 

 

The early years funding benchmarking tool includes the planned spend for the early 

entitlements, listed below: 

 

• the 30 hours1 entitlement for qualifying children of working parents aged from 9 

months until the child turns 2 years old 

• the 30 hours entitlement for qualifying children of working parents aged 2 

• the 15 hours entitlement for families with 2-year-olds receiving additional forms of 

support (formerly known as the 2-year-old disadvantaged entitlement) 

• the universal 15 hours2 entitlement for all 3 and 4-year-olds and the additional 15 

hours entitlement for qualifying children of working parents aged 3 and 4 

 

The tool also includes information regarding special educational needs (SEN) inclusion 

funding, the early years pupil premium (EYPP), and the disability access fund (DAF) for 

2025 to 2026. The benchmarking tables show the England average or total budget as 

relevant for each column. Graphs are also available to allow ready interpretation of the 

statistics. 

 

The benchmarking tool uses Section 251 budget statement data loaded on the 

COLLECT system by local authorities. All financial data is based on this return and it is 

the local authority’s responsibility to ensure the submitted data is accurate. 

 

1 A 30-hour entitlement refers to an entitlement of 1,140 hours per year taken over a minimum of 38 weeks. 
2 A 15-hour entitlement refers to an entitlement of 570 hours per year taken over a minimum of 38 weeks. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2023/59/contents
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Technical note: calculations and underlying data 
 

The benchmarking tool is made up of 8 individual tabs. Each sheet presents different 

numerical data from the Section 251 returns submitted by local authorities. 

 

The sheets are as follows: 

 

1. Statistical neighbours – this is the cover sheet of the benchmarking tool. Users will 

select the local authority they wish to view data for, as well as being able to select 

the statistical neighbours for this local authority. 

 

2. 3 to 4-year-olds – shows local authority planned expenditure for the 3 to 4-year-old 

entitlement for both universal and additional hours (includes information on 

maintained nursery school supplementary funding). 

 

3. 2-year-olds (FRAS) – shows local authority planned expenditure for the 2-year-old 

FRAS entitlement. 

 

4. 2-year-olds (WP) – shows local authority planned expenditure for the 2-year-old 

working parent entitlement. 

 

5. 9 months to 2-years-old – shows local authority planned expenditure for the 9 

months to 2-years-old working parent entitlement. 

 

6. Other EYFF funds – shows local authority planned expenditure for SEN inclusion 

funding, contingency funding, and centrally retained expenditure for each of the 

early years entitlements. 

 

7. DAF – shows local authority planned expenditure for the disability access fund for 

each of the early years entitlements. 

 

8. EYPP – shows local authority planned expenditure for the early years pupil 

premium for each of the early years entitlements. 

 

9. EY data – shows the full early years dataset that feeds into the rest of the 

benchmarking tool. 

 

Summary for the benchmarking 
 

The England average or total is given for each of the columns as relevant for all local 

authorities (except for the percentage pass-through rate and the percentage funding paid 

through supplements where the England figures exclude City of London and Isles of 
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Scilly). Figures for the selected local authorities are provided, and the median, maximum 

and minimum of the selected local authorities are also given, where possible. 

 

The benchmarking information can also be viewed in graphical format. 

 

Entitlement age groups 
 

Once ‘create table’ has been selected on the ‘statistical neighbours’ cover sheet of the 

benchmarking tool, the subsequent 9 data sheets will be generated. Sheets 2 to 5 (each 

titled with the specific age group of the entitlement) show information about how local 

authorities plan to fund their early years providers in 2025 to 2026 for each of the early 

years entitlements. 

 

Benchmarking table 
 

The benchmarking table shows the average funding rate per hour for all providers and by 

early years provider types. 

 

It also shows the percentage pass-through rate and the percentage of funding paid 

through supplements. 

 

All local authorities are required to ensure the total value of supplements must not be 

more than 12% of the total value of planned funding to providers. 

 

The methodology for calculating the percentage of pass-through and the percentage of 

funding paid through supplements is included in the early years funding operational 

guide. 

 

The benchmarking table also allows comparison of the total budget for SEN Inclusion 

Fund (top-up grant element). 

 

Other early years funding formulae spend 
 

The benchmarking table on this sheet shows the total budget for each of the early years 

entitlements for: 

 

• SEN Inclusion Fund (top-up grant element) budget 

• early years contingency funding 

• early years centrally retained spending 

• total delegated EYFF budget 
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Early years pupil premium 
 

The benchmarking table includes the allocated budget per local authority. 

 

Disability access fund 
 

The benchmarking table includes the allocated budget per local authority. 
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User guide: early years funding benchmarking tool 
 

The early years funding benchmarking tool includes the projected spend on early years 

providers to deliver early years places for each of the early years entitlements. 

Before you start, select ‘Enable Content’ at the top of the workbook to begin using it. 

Figure 1: How to start using the tool 
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The benchmarking tool allows you to view data for a chosen local authority, with the 

added option to view data for up to 10 of its statistical neighbours. 

 

1. Click the drop-down button to select your local authority. 

3. If you want to see the data for your statistical neighbours, click on the buttom 

labelled ‘click here to show your statistical neighbours’. 

4. If you want to make your own selection of local authorities to compare to, select 

them from the drop-down boxes labelled ‘Other Local Authorities’ and click ‘Create 

Table’ to generate the funding data tables. 

 

Figure 2: How to use the selection screen for the benchmarking tool 

 
 

In this example, the data for Oldham is selected and the statistical neighbours for this 

local authority are populated under the title ‘Benchmarking against Statistical 

Neighbours’. 
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Figure 3: Example of an early years funding benchmarking tool page 

 
 

Key budget statistics 
 

At the top of each sheet for each of the entitlement age groups, the key budget statistics 

table shows the average hourly funding rate (which is the total rate funding rate for base 

rate, supplements, lump sums and SENIF if applicable), and the hourly average base 

rate for all providers. There is also a breakdown of hourly rate for:  

 

• PVI (private, voluntary and independent) providers 

• maintained nursery schools, and  

• nursery classes within a primary school 

 

For the EYPP and for DAF, the key budget statistics table gives the planned total budget 

for the local authority. 
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Benchmarking against statistical neighbour 
 

The benchmarking against statistical neighbours section includes a table showing the 

average funding per hour for all early years providers, broken down for the different 

provider types. The same information is represented in a bar chart form. 

 

The data presented here are averages across individual local authorities. Therefore, the 

hourly rates may not be the actual rate individual providers receive. 

 

This section also allows comparison against statistical neighbours on:  

 

• the percentage pass-through rate 

• percentage funding paid through supplements, and  

• special educational needs (SEN) inclusion fund (top-up grant element) budget 

 

The same information is also represented in a bar chart form. 

 

The benchmarking tables shows the England average or total budget as relevant for 

each provider type. The median, minimum and maximum of the selected local authorities 

is also included, where possible. 

 

Figure 4: Example of the benchmarking against statistical neighbours 

 
The table can be sorted for each of the columns by using the dropdown box labelled 

‘Table ordering’. 

 

The presentation of the data has changed slightly from the previous year. The lists of 

data are presented side-by-side rather than being individually selected via a dropdown 

box. 
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Figure 5: Example of charts in benchmarking against statistical neighbours section 

 
 

Other early years funding formulae spend 
 

The benchmarking table for other EYFF spend shows the planned budget information for 

each of the early years entitlements separately. The same information is also 

represented in a bar chart form. 

 

Figure 6: Example of the other EYFF benchmarking table 

 
As with the entitlements worksheets, the benchmarking table can be sorted by each of 

the columns by using the drop-down box labelled ‘Table ordering’, and the bar charts can 

be viewed at the bottom of the sheet. 
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EYPP 
 

The benchmarking table for the EYPP worksheet includes the allocated budget per local 

authority against statistical neighbours. 

 

Figure 7: Example of the early years pupil premium benchmarking page 

 
The table also allows you to view the data from the highest to lowest values by selecting 

‘Early years pupil premium’ from the drop-down menu. 

 

As with the entitlements worksheets, the information in the benchmarking table is 

presented in bar chart form below the table. 
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Disability access fund 
 

The benchmarking table for the DAF worksheet includes the allocated budget per local 

authority against statistical neighbours. 

 

Figure 8: Example of the disability access fund benchmarking page 

 
The table also allows you to view the data from the highest to lowest values by selecting 

disability access fund from the order drop down menu. 

 

As with the entitlements worksheets, the information in the benchmarking table is 

presented in graphical format below the table. 
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