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We Have a Destiny to Fulfill
Tommy Boone, PhD, MPH, MAM, MBA
Board Certified Exercise Physiologist
 
        We must think our work is important to bring forth positive results, and if we start living as healthcare professionals, we will become our vision.


I
 have been fortunate in my teaching experiences to have had my father as my inspiration.  Virtually every academic position has benefited from his insight.  Also, I am grateful to my high school football coaches who gave a 120-lb a chance to prove to others that I had the skill and desire to make the team.  As to skill, I could say the same about high school track and baseball.  The support and encouragement by the coaches were invaluable.  

	The realization that we are responsible for applying our knowledge is a realization that is difficult for some exercise physiologists.


As I grew older, the pattern tended to be the same. As a student at Northwestern State University, I decided to be a gymnast.  There seems to be something within us that causes us to think "I can do that.  I can be a gymnast."  It may be the result of our parents who gave us the occasional comment that enabled us to try.  Regardless of wherever it comes from, the desire and belief that you can create your own life is important.

We don't have to be perfect.  We will make mistakes.  We simply need to have the guts, as my father would say -- "to try".  So, what if you should fail the first time or the 40th time? At least you are living your consciously trying to live your dream of something better or, perhaps, different.  Weather it is tackling a football player who weighs 100 lbs more than you, performing a one-arm handstand on the parallel bars, or teaching students in an anatomy class how to locate the brachial plexus to grasp the significance of the musculocutaneous nerve and the shoulder flexors, it is liberating to know that you do not have to be perfect.  Life is too complicated to believe we are not worthy of our efforts in attaining our goals.  

Living life by acting on our dreams, by trying to accomplish good things for ourselves and others, and by giving our best effort at whatever it is we believe is important is good enough.  We do not have to be perfect.  Pondering on this point, I think that is why I was able to try most things that some of my friends were too uncomfortable to do.  All that should be expected of us is the willingness to grow, to change our thoughts and behaviors (if believed important to do so), and genuinely experience life and live it.  This, I believe is the starting point of learning who we are, why we think certain thoughts, and do what we do!  Thus, in this way, I ask "Who are we?  Are we exercise physiologists or are we exercise scientists (i.e., if such a term actually credible)?    

Who Are We?

More than once I have concluded that academic exercise physiologists are living under the illusion that they are doing everything right, that they can rise to the top of academia by publishing one research paper after another, and that they can guarantee their credibility, recognition, and tenure by playing the role of a researcher, is an illusion, and a very destructive one.  No matter how much they publish, and no matter how many meetings they go to for the purpose of presenting their research, their work and time will not promote professionalism in exercise physiology, and the students will continue to find themselves on the short end of the career stick.  

Hence, if we are to realize the fullness of our purpose in society as healthcare professionals, if we are to see our mistakes in the overall context of evolving from a discipline to a profession, we can do no better than to begin where physical therapists began their transition to a profession with a professional organization, code of ethics, accreditation, and standards of practice.  Exercise physiologists must do the same.  This point is both simple and obvious.  It is simple enough to have been understood decades ago.  It is profound enough to require the attention of all academic exercise physiologists. 

	
Exercise physiologists have no time to lose.  They need to get with the professional program today and everyday thereafter.  It isn’t complicated.  



Understandably, exercise physiologists have made mistakes and will make more mistakes just as it is true with other evolving healthcare professionals.  That is life.  But, the question is how shall we deal with our issues and slowness in grasping the reality of change?  How do we become that which we are, yet refuse to open our eyes to doing what we must do to become recognized as healthcare professionals?  I have written article after article to find that no one reads them and no one is writing similar articles.  It is depressing, and I am deeply embarrassed by the failure of exercise physiologists to pick up the ball and run with it.  

We are exercise physiologists first and researchers second or even third (when the importance of teaching is taken into consideration)!  We are "the" professionals with the scientific knowledge and hands-on laboratory training to safely prescribe exercise medicine.  No other healthcare profession is as prepared as we are to use exercise to prevent and treat chronic diseases and disabilities.  I am amused that physical therapists (and even some primary care physicians) think they are as equally qualified as exercise physiologists to prescribe exercise medicine. Yes, without question, both professions are credible.  But that is not the point here.  And at the heart of all of this is that each profession already has its purpose.  

Are We Exercise Physiologist?

The answer to the question is obviously "yes".  But, we are only slowly learning to be exercise physiologists.  It is more than just a matter of earning a degree in exercise physiology.  It is disconnecting exercise physiology from sports medicine.  In short, it is learning to disconnect us from our history with sports medicine.  That is why the process of change is often longer than it should be.  We are not perfect.  From time to time our feelings come into play, and we are as fallible as most other people.  The implication here is that I do believe it is just a matter of time before exercise physiologists will start claiming their rightful place in healthcare.  After all, we are exercise physiologists!  We do exist as healthcare professionals!  We do not exist just to feed our students to physical therapy!

	
We must not be lukewarm in our conviction.  We must know that we know, and we must do what believe is required of us.



But, of course, reality does hit home here as well.  We are exercise physiologists if we graduated from college with a degree in exercise physiology or if we graduated with a related degree (e.g., exercise science, human performance, and kinesiology) and, then, set for the ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologist's exam and passed it.  By "related" I mean that the degree is ultimately a transition degree from "physical education" as is exercise physiology.  The difference between the other degree programs and exercise physiology is that the latter is cleared for professional recognition and acceptance by society as a healthcare profession.  It is also one of the most challenging academic courses in the other degree programs.  But, more than that, it is more than an academic course.  It is an "academic curriculum" of engaging and complex series of scientific courses that allows for the opportunity to work as a credible healthcare professional.  

The embarrassing fact is that many exercise physiologists are reluctant to enjoy the distinction between the related degree programs and exercise physiology.  Thus, they are left without the meanings that ASEP exercise physiologists have.  They have the power to choose a different path; one of professionalism and healthcare rather than just research and athletic performance.  I suspect they are not going to choose until they can be assured that no one will disrupt their ordinary daily habits.  This thinking raises the question, "Why does it have to be so hard to commit to the new 21st century reality, especially when we can be part of something larger?"  

	
Sports medicine is not the organization of exercise physiologists.  ASEP is the professional organization of exercise physiologists.



The first thing we have to do is free ourselves from the idea that we are responsible to the sports medicine and exercise science organizations.  Exercise physiology will never mature as a profession if the majority of the exercise physiologists stay under the control of ACSM.  There, I said it, so what.  It is simply the truth of the matter.  Anyone who cannot understand this point is not thinking clear.  This point should be critical in making the right decision.  The fact that our career options are limited makes our choices and decisions matter.  Yes, we are exercise physiologists.  This is clear.  Yet, we in decay in our failure to act while concluding that we are find as ACSM supporters.  My conclusion is not complicated.  It is wrong to continue doing the same old thing decade after decade.  Instead, we must rise up and dare to think differently.

Coming to terms with this point will remind us of the work and dedication we owe to our profession.  After all, we are responsible for our actions.  We must triumph over our past way of thinking and get with the change process.  Naturally, we are not likely to do this without some blemishes and difficult moments.  But, remember that the effort to stand up and share the respect for who we are is critical to our integrity, our sense of wholeness, and our need to focus.  And, today, the need is great for the singleness of purpose, that is, the professionalization of exercise physiology.

Are We Exercise Scientist?

The short answer is "no".  However, we are exercise physiologists!  No, we are not "physiologists" (i.e., unless we have a degree in physiology).  There is a piece of mind about the person who can understand this thinking, who knows who he or she is, and who knows what his or her true (not imagined) education is by title.  To understand this point means that we are able to go beyond the need to pretend that we are (in the eyes of the less informed) something we are not!  The fact is we can be and should be proud of calling ourselves, Exercise Physiologists or Board Certified Exercise Physiologists.  The lesson to be learned is simple.  Stop trying to be what you are not and brace all that which you are.  

Final Thoughts

If exercise physiologists are able to step away from their association with generic organizations and, and if they are wise enough to know that there is a difference between what they are doing now and what they must become, they will achieve a fulfillment that is consistent with what other healthcare professionals understand.  Then, they will have surfaced as winners. Here, my point is that all exercise physiologists must get over needing the approval of non-exercise physiologists and start being who they are.  It is then they will rise to a new level having faith in their title, who they are, and what they do.  

Much like life, exercise physiologists are responsible for their own happiness and success.  That is why they must take responsibility for their own professional identity, education, and success.  The sports medicine personalities are not interested in exercise physiology per se.  But, they are interested in what exercise physiologists can do for sports medicine.  The best exercise physiologists can do is cut the puppet strings.  That way they can fulfill their purpose in life.  

So, in a nutshell, why not be bold, take charge of your life, your profession, and your future.  We have a destiny to fulfill.  We have mountains to climb, and professional horizons to explore.  Put on a happy face, a new attitude, and be in control of your battles. Mediocrity is not the norm for exercise physiologists.  Board Certified Exercise Physiologists understand this point.  They do their best whether anyone is watching or not.  They do not settle.  Their destiny is too important for themselves, the profession, and for their clients and patients.
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