Oxfordshire Inclusive Early Years Fund (IEYF) 
guidance document for providers
Updated August 2026 

The Department for Education has announced £47 million of additional early years funding in 2026 to 2027 to support inclusion in early years settings, the Inclusive Early Years Fund (IEYF). Inclusive early years fund for 2026 to 2027: conditions of grant and operational guidance for local authorities - GOV.UK
The IEYF is intended to help settings strengthen inclusive practice and better support children with additional needs through whole setting approaches, alongside delivery of the Early Years Free Entitlement. It is not linked to individual children and must be used to support sustainable, inclusive provision. Inclusive early years fund: best practice guidance for local authorities - GOV.UK

Allocation of the £47 million national funding to local authorities will be based on the take up of the 3 and 4-year-olds universal 15 hours entitlement recorded on the January 2026 Schools and Early Years censuses.  The total funding allocated to Oxfordshire County Council from the Inclusive Early Years Fund is £559,762 (based on Spring 2026 take-up) 

Oxfordshire Proposal Overview
The IEYF is intended to support inclusive practice at a whole setting level for providers delivering the early years funded entitlements. The funding must not be used as a substitute for early years pupil premium, disability access funding, SEN inclusion funding, or high needs funding.


Providers can use the IEYF for: 
· Strategic planning to improve inclusion across the setting and help providers adopt setting-wide inclusive practices.
· Workforce development, such as releasing staff for training, skills development, and building staff confidence to enable better early identification and intervention support for children with SEND.
· Assessment of and adaptations to, equipment, staff approaches or resources to help create a more inclusive learning environment for all children in partnership with parents/carers and/or implementing interventions for groups of children with commonly occurring needs.

Allocation of Grant 
Oxfordshire County Council’s allocation will be distributed using the £1000 de minimis level recommended by DfE. All providers (excluding childminders) offering 3 & 4 year old universal places in Spring 2026 will receive £1000.  The remaining funds will be distributed equally amongst providers offering 20 or more universal 3 & 4 year old places.  They will receive an additional payment of approximately £500 or £1000 depending on size. Adjustments will be made to take account of providers that have closed and new providers that have opened. 

This approach will mean that all providers (excluding childminders) will benefit from the funding and will receive an amount that is substantial enough to effect meaningful change in inclusive practice at setting level.  

Whilst the funding will be distributed based on 3 and 4-year-old places, the funding is intended to help providers adopt setting-wide inclusive practices for all early years’ entitlements-funded age groups. Settings will be expected to use the funding to benefit children across the setting.

Payment
All eligible providers will be paid as a lump sum in September 2026. Confirmation of the amount each setting will receive will be sent out before the end of August.  Acceptance of the payment will require providers to use the funding for the purpose intended as set out in this document. See examples below of how the funding could be used.  

Monitoring of spend
Local authorities have been told they must maintain and keep clear records of income and expenditure in relation to the inclusive early years fund, including a record of allocations and evidence of the use of funds by providers.  
Local authorities are to ensure that providers are using the fund for its intended purpose and should expect early years providers to retain financial records (for example, a simple spreadsheet, short statements or notes, or receipts if appropriate) showing how the funds have been spent. If the local authority asks for a short explanation or simple evidence, providers should supply it or the local authority will have the right to withhold future funding. 

In Oxfordshire providers receiving the funding will be required to:
· provide a summary of how they propose to, or have used the funds, this form will be sent on allocation of the funds in September 2026, to be returned by November 2026.
· provide evidence of this spend to the LA when requested through ongoing EY SEND funding conversations, where existing sampling of a range of provider types and sizes occurs to understand the use and impact of SEND funding and any emerging trends.

It is for settings to determine how best to use IEYF funding to support inclusion within their provision. Settings should be able to clearly explain how funding has been used to strengthen inclusive practice at a whole-setting level.

Spend all funding by 31 March 2027
Providers should ensure IEYF spending is completed in-year and in line with eligible uses set out in the Conditions of Grant.

Flexibility for chains and multi-site providers
Multi-site providers may pool IEYF funding across settings within one local authority area to support strategic inclusive practice.
Where funding is managed centrally:
· providers must demonstrate how funding has benefited individual settings
· local authorities should seek proportionate assurance that funding has been used appropriately
· local authorities should ensure pooled funding continues to deliver clear benefits at setting level

Closures
If a provider closes before children benefit from the spend a clawback of IEYF may be sought. 

Future years
The inclusive early years fund also provides funding for the 2027 to 2028 and 2028 to 2029 financial years. The approach to distributing this funding in future years will be confirmed alongside the early years (EY) funding arrangements for the respective years.

Childminders
Though Childminders will not receive this funding. The DfE guidance states that Local Authorities should ensure that providers not receiving an inclusive early years fund allocation in 2026 to 2027 are able to access support to adopt setting-wide inclusive practices. Childminders in Oxfordshire have access to the SENDCO helpdesk, full EY SEND training programme (including SENDCO training specifically designed for Childminders), Early Years SEND inclusion audit for Childminders and can access targeted setting support. Providers will also benefit from the wider support offer being introduced through SEND reforms.


Using the Inclusive Early Years Fund
We expect all settings to already be delivering inclusive provision through their core funding. IEYF builds on this by supporting further improvements to inclusive practice across the setting.
High‑quality inclusive practice benefits all children and is particularly important for children with SEND. Evidence shows that strong early year’s provision supports children’s development and can reduce the likelihood of later SEND identification.
Funding should support whole-setting inclusive practice, rather than being tied solely to individual children. Below are examples of how settings may choose to use IEYF.

Strategic planning to improve inclusion across the setting and help providers adopt setting-wide inclusive practices 
· Allow time to carry out an inclusion audit of your setting (for example, using the Oxfordshire Early Years SEND inclusion audit). Create a clear SEND development plan to identify and prioritise improvements.
· Allow time to action your SEND development plan: making practical changes to the environment and routines, creating quieter spaces, implementing use of visual supports, or adapting group times to improve inclusion across the setting.
· Provide dedicated time for SENDCo responsibilities, such as liaising with professionals, completing paperwork, monitoring support, and guiding staff so that children receive effective support, reasonable adjustments are made, advice is implemented as necessary and intervention support is effective.
· Review and update SEND and inclusion policies.
· Support staff to apply policies in everyday practice, for example through coaching, modelling strategies, team discussions, or short training sessions.
· Settings may also use the funding to access coaching and mentoring from external inclusion specialists (for example, speech and language therapists (SALTs) or educational psychologists) to support sustained improvements in practice. 

Workforce development, such as training, skills development, and building staff confidence to enable better early identification and intervention support for children with SEND

· Ensure all practitioners receive suitable SEND and inclusive practice training and support to implement it (e.g. SENDCo Core training or Early Identification and Graduated Response training), and/or to meet individual training needs such as understanding SEND funding, autism, or supporting speech, language and communication needs. Funding can be used to pay for staff release time but not the cost of the training itself.
· Ensure all staff clearly understand their responsibilities for supporting children with SEND so they feel confident to identify children’s emerging or changing needs quickly and accurately and respond appropriately.
· Provide time for staff to observe children, review progress, and plan next steps alongside the SENDCo to ensure early and accurate identification of children’s needs is prioritised.

Assessment of and adaptations to, equipment, staff approaches or resources to help create a more inclusive learning environment for all children in partnership with parents and carers

· Create a more welcoming and inclusive culture for families, for example by improving communication, providing accessible information, running inclusive events and promoting the local offer to help children with SEND, and their families, find out what support is available locally and how to access it.
· SENDCO time and additional staff release to support enhanced transition planning (for example, extra visits, liaison with receiving schools, and tailored preparation for children with SEND), as well as time for focused observations and support.

For further questions please contact the SENDCO Helpdesk


