Is the university required to make reasonable adjustments for obese students?
First of all, is obesity a disability covered by the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA)*?

Under the DDA, a person is defined as being disabled if he or she “has a physical or mental impairment which has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on his ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities.”

So the answer to the above question is: sometimes. An obese person would be considered disabled under the DDA if the obesity is sufficiently severe that it has a substantial adverse effect on their ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities. In the majority of cases, however, obesity would not prevent a person from carrying out normal day-to-day activities, even though they may struggle more than non-obese people to carry out day-to-day activities like climbing stairs or getting in and out of a car. Hiking up a mountain (in the context of fieldwork for example) is not a normal day-to-day activity, so an obese student would not be considered disabled under the DDA if he or she were unable to carry out this activity but were otherwise able to carry out normal day-to-day activities.
So the short answer is, no, in the majority of cases the university would not be required under the DDA to make reasonable adjustments for obese students. However, we need to consider issues of good practice and inclusivity. Obesity is a reality of modern life, and it affects a significant fraction of our student population. We need to think about how best to accommodate all our students without compromising course requirements and learning outcomes.
What we should aim for (in terms of disability as well as obesity) is to assist potential applicants to decide for themselves whether or not they can fulfil the course requirements, rather than to simply tell them that they can’t do the course.
It would be very bad practice to include a statement like “this course is unsuitable for obese students” in a course prospectus. The course may be unsuitable for some obese students but not for others. In the same way as for disabled applicants, each obese applicant should be considered on a case-by-case basis. Blanket exclusions like stating that a course is unsuitable for obese students may not be against the law (as would be the case if you replaced “obese” with “disabled”) but they are out of place with the University’s mission to be inclusive. It’s also a potential public relations disaster (just imagine what the Echo’s take on it would be: “The University only accepts pretty students on nursing course”).
In the case of fieldwork, if we try to make our fieldwork course components inclusive to disabled students, we will automatically make them accessible to obese students too. In determining how to make fieldwork inclusive, course leaders need to identify what is essential to the learning outcomes of the course. If you can articulate what is essential and non-negotiable to the learning outcomes of the course, you will find ways around barriers when it is possible to do so; and you will be able to say with confidence and with justification when it is not possible.

Take for example a field trip up to the summit of a mountain to identify an interesting geological feature. Is the learning outcome of the trip to undertake a feat of physical endurance, or to identify a particular geological feature? If the latter, is there a way that a similar feature could be studied more accessibly, for example in a roadside cutting? This does NOT mean that the mountaintop trip should be abandoned; that would be a terrible shame and is not the point of accessibility. Try to offer flexible/multiple ways of participating in the course. Perhaps you could stop at a roadside cutting with interesting geological features on the way to the mountain? Offer students more than one way to achieve the learning outcomes of the trip, for example by offering strenuous and less strenuous options that fulfil the same learning outcomes.
There may be students with disabilities whom you may be unable to take on field-trips, for example wheelchair users. The Open University offers various Earth Science fieldwork courses for wheelchair users and people with severe disabilities. Perhaps such students could take an OU fieldwork course?
Summary and suggestions:
· Don’t make blanket exclusions. Assess each applicant/student on a case-by-case basis.

· A statement like “This course is unsuitable for wheelchair users” in the course prospectus is illegal under the DDA. Rather, state clearly what the course activities are and the physical activities required to do them, and let potential applicants decide for themselves whether they can do the activities.

· Invite potential applicants to come and try out activities if that is possible.

· Fieldwork: make a video of the field trip that accurately depicts the activities involved, the terrain, etc, for students to view beforehand so that they know what to expect. It would be useful to have links to video footage that potential applicants can view. Speak to the Data Protection Officer about the data protection issues involved if you show students in the video.
The Geography Subject Network has excellent material on making fieldwork accessible to disabled students:

http://www.glos.ac.uk/ceal/gdn/publications/disability/index.cfm
http://www.glos.ac.uk/ceal/gdn/publications/icp/index.cfm
If you have any further questions, please don’t hesitate to contact me.
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*NB: This document is currently being updated, to adhere to updated legislation.
