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F
ew would disagree with the statement, “The exercise physiology major has a great certainty about increasing the number of students throughout the colleges and universities in the United States.” Seems correct, right? That is, exercise physiology is a popular academic major and that is a good thing. Yet, there are also four important concerns. The first concern includes the lack of academic accreditation (except for the small number of programs accredited by the American Society of Exercise Physiologists, ASEP). The second concern deals with the impact of little emphasis on professionalization that allows for if not encourages college graduates with an exercise science or kinesiology degree call themselves an exercise physiologist. The third concern is the supply of non-exercise physiologists with an interest in fitness who think they are exercise medicine professionals. The fourth concern is the failure of the exercise physiology professors to speak out on behalf of the ASEP professional perspective of exercise physiology, as well as the concerns just mentioned.

All of these concerns have been expressed many times before in the ASEP professionalism journals and a dozen or so books about the status of the exercise physiology profession, yet exercise physiologists have paid little to no attention. Can we not see what is happening, and what is necessary to ensure the future of exercise physiologists? After all, exercise physiologists are the rightful members of the profession of exercise physiology. This is true just as physical therapists, nurses, and athletic trainers are the rightful members of their respective profession and their profession-specific organization. 

Yes, exercise physiology is a profession, and it is also a healthcare profession. The question is this: Do we have what it takes to respond appropriately to the lack of academic support to protect and grow the profession of exercise physiology? To be very specific, when are the academic exercise physiologists going to wake up and support the ASEP organization? We within ASEP welcome all exercise physiologists. We not only welcome those in academia, but also every exercise physiologist with a degree in exercise physiology. Yes, we also welcome college graduates with an exercise science degree as long as they pass the ASEP Exercise Physiology Certification (EPC) exam. ASEP needs need your support, and exercise physiologists must recognize that society’s trust in exercise physiology as a collective body of exercise medicine professionals represents is based on public service that meet the needs of the people. 

Please consider joining ASEP in developing innovative changes in the academia to meet the needs of the profession and the people throughout society it serves. After all, academic involvement is critical to the successful changes of continued development to improve the fragmented and inefficient academic programs. It is also imperative that exercise physiologists are recognized as exercise medicine professionals, which will result in a healthier society that also allows for an improvement in the exercise physiologists’ economic realities. In fact, given that I am certain that exercise medicine is the future of medical services, exercise physiologists must recognize their responsibilities to its clientele and society. This means they must extricate themselves from the academic bondage of yesterday’s education and practice.  

As with other healthcare professionals, the beginning and the future of exercise physiology is in the academic institutions and the educational development of exercise physiologists. This is where the ASEP exercise physiologists of tomorrow learn the specifics of such courses as cardiovascular physiology, exercise metabolism, musculoskeletal anatomy, and psychophysiology alson with business and management courses as well as the laboratory skills to address the negative effects of a secondary lifestyle. They must also learn what constitutes the practice of exercise physiology and why it is a high priority for the profession. 

Given that colleges and universities are increasingly charging students more for tuition, housing, and food, there is no excuse for the faculty to continue turning a blind eye to the poor educational experience of their students. The exercise physiology faculty must understand that the exercise science major and the kinesiology major are likely to be problematic for students who want to sit for the EPC exam. In time, this is likely to become a legal issue that isn’t good for the faculty, department, and/or institution. The students’ costs must not be pushed aside, and the faculty and the institution must be upfront with a clearly defined program of study. Otherwise, everything about the students’ education is a scam. The bottom line isn’t hard to understand. That is, if the academic major does not yield a credible career opportunity, then the quality of the students’ education must be improved. Here, the administration and chairperson must be upfront and honest with the faculty that the purpose of the students’ education is to help the students be successful.

Because the majority of the senior year spring semester students are told to register for graduate school, the exercise science departments or the kinesiology departments throughout the United States must do what is right on behalf of the students. In short, this means that if students are taught by exercise physiology professors who tell the students that exercise science is exercise physiology, the professors are engaging in an unethical practice. If the chairperson is an exercise physiologist who is interested in only presenting his or her research at a generic organization conference and tells his or her students to do the same, it is also an unethical demonstration of political power. 

A goal of the profession-specific organization is to prepare professionals to do the right thing for the right reason. Exercise physiologists have a professional organization and that is the American Society of Exercise Physiologists. Both the character of exercise physiologists and their public trust as healthcare professionals are shaped by their association with the ASEP organization. This is especially true given that the ASEP leadership developed the first-ever criteria for accreditation of the exercise physiology major. Yet, it is clear today that there are academic exercise physiologists who are under the 20th century influence of a chairperson with a degree in exercise science or kinesiology who isn’t interested in the EP accreditation. This is a major ethical problem in the design of the present-day educational programs as offshoots of earlier academic majors.

While the department chairs are slow to embrace the 21st century ASEP thinking, there are other negative influences. For example, certain organizations have benefited financially and otherwise by the failure of academic exercise physiologists to join ASEP. After all, the ASEP leaders’ expectation was that college professors with a degree in exercise physiology would join and support ASEP. This behavior is unusual since physical therapists understand the importance and the expectation of joining the American Physical Therapy Association, APTA. Athletic Trainers, Nurses, and Occupational Therapists are expected to join their professional-specific organization. It makes no sense that exercise physiologists choose to ignore ASEP.

Understandably, it will always be difficult to overcome the long-established behavior of not caring enough for the students. While there are many challenges to overcome, exercise physiologists who are members of ASEP must continue to believe that the ideal path to take is one academic major and not a dozen or more (such as exercise science, human performance, kinesiology, sports medicine, bioenergetics, and sports science). There is one exercise physiology major, which is true for physical therapy. Hence, instead of believing that the graduates of the abovementioned academic majors can refer to themselves as an exercise physiologist, it is the responsibility of the academic programs to lead the way in clarifying the differences. Also, exercise physiologists should come together to develop and share via ASEP a collective vision of the profession of exercise physiology.

But, here again, this raises the question: Where is leadership in the different colleges and universities? In the end, it is also important to point out that the future of exercise physiology depends on getting rid of the personal bias, the misinformation, and the miscommunication that is common among the doctorate prepared exercise physiologists. As an example, years ago while still the Chair of the Department of Exercise Physiology, I was stopped by a doctorate prepared college professor who taught at university in the southeast United States who said, “You must stop telling your students that they can refer to themselves as an ‘exercise physiologist’ with an undergraduate degree. Exercise physiologists have a doctorate degree. I have a PhD and I am an exercise physiologist.” I just looked at her. Imagine a person with a PhD saying to an undergraduate student “majoring” in exercise physiology saying, “But you cannot call yourself an exercise physiologist when you graduate.” I was certain then and I am still today convinced that she was wrong and subject to views and forces if not threats from her colleagues. 

What we need is a simple and straight forward understanding of common sense thinking that allows for the ASEP vision of the future of exercise physiologists to grow. We need courageous exercise physiologists who will clear the path for professional thinking and interaction with existing healthcare professionals and society’s healthcare needs. We need leadership with the imagination and the determination to place ASEP and the profession of exercise physiology on the healthcare mat. We need an educational program in our academic institutions that will encourage an exercise physiologist-owned practice.  

In addition, we need college faculty and chairpersons with the backbone to communicate to the college administrators the critical importance of exercise physiologists as exercise medicine specialists. It is unsettling and incredibly stupid that the present-day thinking by many non-ASEP exercise physiologists tries to say that there is a difference between the “exercise physiologist” and the “clinical exercise physiologist”. Their point is that only the clinical exercise physiologist should work in areas of clinical issues. Honestly, such thinking is the champion of stupidity. The only logical thinking to explain such misplaced thoughts and information is their effort to defend the status quo that drives their unfettered authority and unfortunate behavior. 

Isn’t it amazing how common sense is pushed aside by college professors who are expected to know better, but are unwilling to articulate the value of the profession of exercise physiology? Thus, they continue as they always have to avoid changing what fear of what it might cost them? Hence, even joining ASEP is a risk that is too much to deal with for the weak at heart. My point is twofold. First, it doesn’t mean they are not intelligent and/or even intellectually gifted. Second, it is understood that engaging in behavior contrary to the tenured colleague’s agenda in the same department may be a dangerous path to take. To quote Dr. Peter Eyre, “Self-preservation is a powerful instinct.”

In order for ASEP to grow faster, exercise physiologists who support the ASEP professional perspective need to help promote ASEP accreditation guidelines. All impediments need to be addressed with the strategic planning and support of the university faculty to ensure program quality. Ultimately, the objective is to meet the needs of the students by better preparing them as exercise medicine healthcare entrepreneurs. In particular, the profession must work for more unity across the faculty and the universities than is presently the case. Doing so will help to decrease personal differences that will encourage change and sensible growth in the future of exercise physiologists.

Hence, in summary, the ASEP goal is to promote the professionalization of exercise physiologists, the emergence of new healthcare opportunities that will encourage the acceptance of exercise physiology services, and the recognition of exercise physiologists as the practitioners of choice in providing exercise medicine in the healthcare system.   
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