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Who Are We? Are We Exercise Physiologists?
Tommy Boone, PhD, MPH, MAM, MBA
Board Certified Exercise Physiologist

The most misdirected day in a college teacher’s life is to speak of him- or herself as a researcher and that’s it. 


M
OST PEOPLE ACCEPT that exercise physiology was first an academic course in the physical education major.  It was “Physiology of Exercise” and not “Exercise Physiology” as it is today.  The physiology of exercise content and the change in the course title helped to set the stage for a new area of study separate of the physical education major. After all, physical education was always viewed and in many ways still is PE.    
	Are you choosing to take this college job to enter the life of teaching and caring about the students or to become a greater researcher?


Today, there is scientific recognition that regular exercise (which is physical education as physical activity) is actually exercise medicine!  The medical and nonmedical fields are finally coming to understand this reality, although I am sure it will be only in accordance with their belief system.  In the end, however, those who reject that PE or exercise medicine is a real necessity to our mind and body health will likely come full circle when it becomes absolutely necessary that they get with an exercise program to treat their chronic disease(s).  
So, what does this reveal about exercise physiology of the past decades, today, and tomorrow?  Who are we?  Are we exercise physiologists?  Or, are we the outcome of some pre-existing form of a physical educator?  While I have academic degrees in both areas of study (as I am sure many exercise physiologists do), I am not a physical educator.  I know that I am an exercise physiologist.  Hence, I think it is appropriate to conclude with some certainty that a degree in a particular area is not enough to hammer home the statement, “I am a ‘such and such.’”  In fact, I have an MBA (i.e., a Master of Business Administration), but I am not presently a business person.  Of course, having a degree in exercise physiology and engaging in the practice of exercise physiology definitely qualifies me as an exercise physiologist.  
We are obsessed with titles of which many academic majors are poorly thought out. As an example, when exercise physiologists refer to themselves as “Exercise Scientists” – it makes them look like they are not comfortable with the title “Exercise Physiologist”.   Also, it is equally disturbing to hear the words “Exercise Scientist” in the same sentence as “Exercise Science”.  Consider this:  If you want respect from recognized healthcare professionals, it is imperative to drop all the variation of titles, such as “I am a physiologist” when actually your degree is in exercise physiology.  Should you refuse to acknowledge this thinking, then, make sure you have an academic degree in “physiology”.  
	Why is change so difficult in exercise physiology? It’s because the majority of the exercise physiologists refuse to believe they are wrong in supporting a generic organization.  


Why not ask yourself, “Why did the creators of the “exercise specialist” title believe it was the right thing to do?”  Herein is a hidden problem from the public’s eye.  Imagine that you see yourself as an “exercise physiologist” but of course you have the doctorate degree.  In your eyes, no one should have access to the title unless they too went through years of sweat and hard work to earn the degree and the title, right?  Well, I have been told the same by individuals who said, “No, your students cannot refer to themselves as an “exercise physiologist” with an undergraduate degree.”  It did not matter when I said, “But the academic degree is by title an exercise physiology degree.”  
This person said, “Tell your students to refer to themselves as an “exercise specialist” or as a “personal trainer”. This thinking has prevailed most of the past 30 years. Only relatively recently have individuals of this group encouraged the title, “Exercise Physiologist – Certified” that was actually the title ASEP created in early 2000 (i.e., the EPC, Exercise Physiologist Certified).  But, such is the politics among organizations. Today, of course, the more representative title used by ASEP is the “Board Certified Exercise Physiologist”.  It is interesting what comes out of the hearts of some men and women.  Where do you fit in?  Are you like the person who copies ideas?  Or, do you feel the need to live the truth?  
While the truth may be repulsive to some exercise physiologists, particularly the academic-doctorate types, the pride that flaunts our self-proclaimed state of being researchers versus a genuine concern for college students and their success after college is the very evidence of the failure to know “Who We Are?”  Continuing in rebellion against the change process, whether it is pride or lack of real interest, will only prolong the professionalization of exercise physiology.  Do not think for a minute that good will come from doing nothing.  Every person, every organization, every profession, and every institution must work to get rid of deceiving practices that lead students into the financial problems.  
	Successful thinking is built on knowing what to believe and when to change.  Those who reject this thinking put their faith in something else. 


Imagine, the average borrower in the college class of 2014 was carrying more than $33,000 in student loan debt.  Given the number of students sold on the power of the college degree to enable them to be successful financially and otherwise, it is clear that there is a problem.  Students have invested in going to college at a total U.S. tuition debt of $1.2 trillion.  In fact, according to Barr (1), “The costs for a higher education are among the fastest-rising costs in American culture today. Since 1980, tuition costs at U.S. colleges and universities have risen 757%. In comparison, food and electricity costs have risen about 150% and gasoline prices have risen more than 400% over the same period of time.”
 “Hello, wake up America” is an interesting expression. It is another way of saying “Is anyone listing?”  Very few students, perhaps, less than 20%, are able to complete their post-secondary education without a huge student loan debt.  The rising cost of college tuition also means that student loans are here to stay.  As they say, “the writing is on the wall” – it is past-time that the college teachers do the right thing and update their academic degree programs and link them to successful career opportunities after college. This idea of emphasizing research at the students’ expense is simply wrong.  If the truth scares you, know that it is your inner thinking reacting to the truth when you know what is commonplace among the faculty and institutions must change.
 Can someone in the community, perhaps, a business person or a pastor explain this to the department chairs, deans, and vice-presidents?  The numbers spell it out.  It isn’t what I am saying.  It is what the experts are saying.  Something has to change, just as the ASEP leadership understood more than 20 years ago that exercise science, sports science, and kinesiology are not exercise physiology.  They understood then and still do today that a generic organization is not a profession-specific organization and the gruesome reality that staying with such organizations is reserved for those who reject common sense changes for their own selfish reasons and, therefore, continue to cause students to live in a tuition debt Hell.  If you are offended by that statement, then, you are part of the academic problem.  
The alternative path is to follow the example of other well-known healthcare professionals. In fact, this is exactly the beginning point of the American Society of Exercise Physiologists.  Imagine this: one day it did not exist and then the next day in 1997, after careful decisions were made, it did exist and it is still standing against the pressures to keep things as they have been.  The genesis, that is, the origin or reason for creating ASEP is the account of how parents reacted to my statement when I was asked by a father sitting in my office at St. Scholastica, “What is the professional organization of exercise physiologists.”  I said, “ACSM – the American College of Sports Medicine.”  Instantly, he said, “But, sports medicine isn’t exercise physiology, is it?”  I looked at him, and then I said, “No.”  He and his wife just stared at me for several seconds that seemed to be several minutes without speaking.  As simple as it sounds, as Department Chair, that was my moment of awaking.
	We are an obsessed people accumulating laboratory experiences, publishing research, flaunting our papers, and exchanging stories of sports and athletics more than educating our students.


As they say, “Behold, the man was changed.  He had become like one of us.”  Yes, I was changed that moment, and 20+ years later I still believe the parents thought that exercise physiology needed its own professional organization.  One of my favorite statements is, “Look for the good in the bad.”  The bottom line is that ASEP is the good that came from that conversation with my student’s parents.  The professional society of exercise physiologists was created.  Now, for those who believe, there is the first-ever opportunity to link an academic degree by title to an academic profession by a profession-specific organization.  
Slowly, the ASEP organization has opened the eyes of many.  But, the lack of courage to move out on the end of the limb for fear of retaliation from their academic colleagues has minimized their movement away from status quo. Therefore, the difference between what was then the majority is still pretty much the same today.  The academic exercise physiology force of opportunity for change has refused to openly embrace ASEP, which is the organization of change for increased professional status and recognition for all exercise physiologists.
Thus, the founding of ASEP is not a reckless act.  It is the responsible advancement of the 21st century on behalf of exercise physiology performed in accordance with known risks.  To put it simply, it had to be done!  This point was never more evident than during the recent 2016 ASEP meeting.  It is depressing to say the least, but the life of new ideas is celebrated over decades of time and not years.  The personal sharing of ideas and the wonderful presentations of those who were in attendance will not go unnoticed.  Friendships were formed that have prepared the way for a deep and wide voice for all exercise physiologists at all academic levels.  Recently, an entire senior class of exercise physiology majors signed up for the online ASEP Board Certification exam.  The eternal hope and anticipation of the graduates speak volumes as the new Board Certified Exercise Physiologists graduate into a better world of career opportunities.
If you are a faculty member, have you found yourself wandering around the hallways of your department or in your office with a sense of being lost?  Have you experienced the feeling of not having an emotional compass of what your job is all about?  Are you content to experience those feelings every day during the next couple decades?  If an ASEP member suddenly called you, would you remain in that state of feeling?  Probably not and I understand completely why you would think of ASEP as a rescue call for something better.  I believe the day will come when you will pick up the phone yourself or write an email to ASEP to bridge where you are with what you believe the future should be in exercise physiology.  Think of the new opportunities to share hopes and dreams with students and others.  
Ask yourself this question: Do you care more about publishing your research or the future and well-being of your students?  How you answer the question says a lot about whether teaching is even considered important and, if so, to whom and why?  Understandably, not many academics will demonstrate the willingness to question the “publish or perish” culture.  One colleague said, “It is simply not smart to question publishing versus teaching in my department.”  While she didn’t say why, it was obvious that the faculty in that department had one goal and that was to be the department with most published papers and grants.  Their feelings were not only shared by the chairperson, he was “the” responsible person for the so-called “divine guidance” in publishing articles.          
	If we believe we are exercise physiologists who have the right to be healthcare professionals, then we must start living and acting the part with dignity and respect for what it means to society.


To be sure, many faculty members are more concerned about building their own research reputation than teaching. While it must be true that this statement does not come as a surprise to the reader, perhaps, it is strange to hear faculty members talking about their students and how discontent they are with them. As a result, they resent having to spend time preparing lectures. The academic administrators have gone overboard fueling the emphasis on research and especially empowering the researchers who bring money into the department and/or institution.  Of course, the “biggest reward” for many academics is to not have to teach at all.  Can you imagine?  They are referred to as researchers! Forget about the bumpy journey of teaching classes and the potholes of this and that student much less the actual act of grading papers.  
The question is, if every faculty member is thinking about research projects, who among the faculty is teaching the classes?  The answer is, in some institutions, the teacher is referred to as the “lecturer” – a person who is hired to teach and not do research. It is a heavy responsibility and a necessity if academic institutions are going to exist.  Students are not paying tuition and other fees just to hear the faculty talk about their published research and/or new research projects. Why, because colleges have a two-fold foundation: the teaching of classes that prepares students for future work, and the conviction that a college degree is the right path and truth to credible career opportunities. 
	This message for the academic exercise physiologists of the future is for us today, and it will be the message in the end if we are to serve students and society with the respect both deserve.


To downplay teaching or to turn a deaf ear to the students’ concerns when they complain of senior faculty who dodge teaching undergraduate subjects is unethical.  Also, when it is obvious that the institution employs temporary instructors and grad students as primary teachers is unethical as well.  And, to add insult to injury, today, nearly 75% of American professors are adjunct faculty members (2).  Sadly, our academic settings are saturated with the thinking of research rather than teaching. We are missing the point of why the academic institutions exist in the first place.  
Adjunct faculty members have very little freedom to develop new courses much less the opportunity to address the importance of changing the exercise science major to an exercise physiology degree and, then, getting it accredited with ASEP.  As a result, they are forced to teach within an outdated curriculum and academic major that are inferior and/or poorly-conceived, yet it continues within the academic system. The students are subject to little to no clear-cut inroads into the identification and/or discussion of credible healthcare careers.  In short, the faculty is not student-centered in their teaching and, frankly, many are not interested in finding the time to adequately prepare for classes.

If you are paying for a college education today, you are paying comparatively more money than previous generations have paid — nearly $70,000 in annual tuition, room and board, and fees at America’s most expensive schools — to be educated by a more poorly-resourced, poorly paid, and potentially poorly-motivated group of educators.
-- Dan Edmonds (2)


It is hopeful that few of the ideas in this brief article will cause the reader to pause and reflect on: Who Are We?  Are We Exercise Physiologists?  If you are a student, is your academic degree preparing you for a financially stable career after college?  If so, then you must know what you are doing and your expected career outcome – right?  On the other hand, if you are not sure what your title is or what you will be doing after college, both your time and money are being wasted.    
If you are a college “teacher” – is it as simple as you do not want to give up the simplicity of “it’s all me” rather “it’s all about the actual purpose of college teaching.”  If so, that is sad, but even sadder for those who pay tons of tuition dollars for an education.  Becoming a great researcher will win you popularity with your colleagues, but it will not win the respect of the students and their parents.  You cannot research your way into getting supper with the students’ parents living for yourself, especially when you are hired as a teacher.  Only one choice will do that: begin today and plan accordingly to be a teacher to help students know who they are and what they do without proclaiming mixed messages of titles and organizational themes.

If we are “college teachers” – then, we must start living as teachers.  If we are “exercise physiologists” – then, as lovers of research to satisfy our craving for recognition, we must spread the truth that we are healthcare professionals for our students’ survival depends on it. 
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