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T
he majority of exercise physiologists as college teachers understand that their academic rank, salary, and job are connected to the number of published research papers. In fact, the majority of the candidates were probably told when they were hired that teaching was a given. And yet, the individuals who work outside of the academic setting would probably think that teaching is as important as is research. What they fail to understand is that bringing in grant money and publishing research papers in high-impact journals are more important the upper administration because they help support the work of institutions. 

Given this point of view, one would be hard pressed to speak with a doctoral candidate who isn’t aware that a college teaching position is actually a college research position. The emphasis placed on research is probably 100 to 1 compared to receiving an education about how to teach or why teaching is important. What the doctoral candidates learn rather quickly is that good to excellent teaching is seldom rewarded. Moreover, it is implied that anyone can teach, which is likely the reason why teaching and/or knowing how to teach are not emphasized at the doctorate level. This is also why students in a doctorate level exercise physiology program do not take educational-oriented classes about how to be a teacher.

Moreover, it is common knowledge that the doctorate level exercise physiology professors were not taught how to teach when they were in doctoral training. Instead, they were educated about metabolic analyzers and other physiological machines and content-specific physiology course work. They learned to use the appropriate statistical tests to see if their research work would yield significant differences. As a result, unfortunately, the aspiring college teachers know little to nothing about how to teach or why it is important. And, as strange as it might sound, to speak about this topic with present-day so-called college professors (known otherwise as college teachers) would be a joke to them. After all, they have the PhD degree and although their education did not encompass how to teach or why teaching is important, they would be insulted if you suggested they know very little about teaching.

It is truly unfortunate that the majority of the academic institutions are hiring adjuncts as non-tenure-track college teachers to avoid paying the high salaries full-time faculty members are paid. Aside from the ethical considerations of such behavior by the department chairs, deans, and vice-presidents to not pay a respectable salary to doctorate level individuals, in all likelihood the exercise physiology adjuncts were not taught how to teach either. As Elizabeth Alsop said in The Chronicle of Higher Education (1), “…less than one-fifth of aspiring college teachers are effectively taught how to teach”. There can’t be any question that colleges and universities are recognized by the public as teaching institutions where research takes place. Parents and society at large assume that teaching is valued, but in reality it is a given. Anybody can teach and college professors are certainly good teachers, right?  

To learn how to be a good to excellent teacher requires months and years of planning, teacher-specific instructions, and dedicated time given to experience the teaching process. While it can be a gift in some individuals, the majority of the college faculty members must learn the intricate and complex steps of teaching. They must come to understand that even their voice can help or hinder the teaching process. It is more than typing up a syllabus and tests or identifying a textbook. However important each is as part of the teaching process, there are dozens of other important considerations (such as being responsible for a classroom of different sizes, having self-confidence, preparing lectures and/or class discussion in an engaging way that holds the students’ attention, and knowing how to inspire, motivate, and help students of different levels and interests to learn). 
 
College teaching, in particular, should be consistent with the big picture of the academic degree that is (or should be) linked to career-specific opportunities. It should be a moment in time that the students gain a sense of “why” the degree is important, thus setting the stage for a positive attitude towards the different academic courses and the laboratory work associated with each, in addition to the different types of tests, and related responsibilities where students are engaged in the learning process, supporting and giving praise for the students’ work, and encouraging students to think new thoughts and ideas. Establishing a classroom culture and an academic major that empowers students to learn and think outside the box are critical to their success in and after college. 

Great teachers are constantly looking for ways to connect with their students and to connect the subject matter and the reality that exists in the real world. They want to help students to understand how, for example, exercise medicine helps society in dealing with chronic diseases, and strengthening the students’ commitment to resolving and understanding healthcare issues and concerns. Successful teachers provide students with a perspective that is crucial to sharing and communicating the financial and professional worth of the academic degree. They help to clarify the role that a professional organization has in guiding and promoting the ethical thinking and standards of practice. And, in so doing, they demonstrate their excitement, energy, and love for their work that helps with teaching as a profession and as a craft. Successful teachers make an effort to connect with the students, being human, using humor, sharing the professional benefits of the major, and being a trusted mentor are critical to supporting the intellectual and/or emotional side of the students’ education.

All of this is important, and it is a belief of the ASEP leadership that doctorate level students should be taught how to be a teacher as well as a researcher. They should introduced to different teaching strategies, classroom behaviors, attitudes towards the students, the purpose of different types of tests, grading advising students, and the meaning and significance of different interactions among the students and between the students and the teacher, the depth of content areas in different classes, and the power and significance of hands-on laboratory experiences, and the teacher’s presentation styles and dress before taking on the responsibility of teaching their own classes. 

Thus, the bottom line is that the exercise physiology faculty at the doctorate level is responsible for preparing their students for an actual faculty job that is all about teaching, research, and service. As Elizabeth Alsop (1) said, “It’s time we stop treating teaching as ancillary to graduate students’ preparation, when it will, in many cases, be the substance of their chosen career.”
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