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Where Is the Leadership in the Academic Institutions? 

Tommy Boone, PhD, MPH, MAM, MBA
ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologist

F
ew would disagree that exercise physiologists are not on the same level of professional recognition as nursing, athletic training, and physical therapy. There are problems and issues that must be resolved by the academic exercise physiologists. Clearly, if the problems are not worked out, the exercise physiologists’ knowledge and hands-on skills will not be acknowledged for the academic quality that is consistent with the new century. Yet, the quality of exercise physiologists as healthcare professionals must begin in the colleges and universities where students are in the anticipation of a credible healthcare career after graduation. 

Academia is the beginning point where the professional journey is commonly linked to the educational experience of the students. Even with the many challenges, not the least of which is the emphasis on research, the exercise physiology professors fail to respond appropriately to the students’ career needs. As a result, it is difficult for the evolving profession to effectively make changes and anticipate growth. Nonetheless, the ASEP leaders are always hopeful for a better integration and more efficient mix between academia and the ASEP vision of graduates becoming more business-savvy, fee-for-service practice, and higher salaries. This means that in addition to the traditional offering of academic courses, exercise physiology students need a better understanding of financial and marketing skills. In short, they need to understand the business of exercise physiology before they graduate (1).

However, the students are never going to experience an innovative education if the professors continue to think as they have always done. Why the professors do not recognize that maintaining the academic status quo is not an option. Not only has the academic institution placed the financial burden of tuition costs on the backs of the students, there is also a serious question as to the quality of their education. Where are the students going to get new knowledge to avoid being doomed to the effects of the status quo? Change is constant but where within the institution is improvement in leadership taking place? Unfortunately, the short answer is nowhere because the academic structure hasn’t changed. There are few if any sincere leaders who oversee academic departments because a strong sense of new thinking is not valued or rewarded. 

Academicians are interested in doing their own thing with as little influence from boards and communities as possible. While it should not be acceptable for exercise physiologists to drain academia for their own research purposes, even if their interests are promoted by the institution on behalf of its mission and history. After all, it is ethically important that the institution succeeds in doing what right on behalf of the students. Regardless of the benefits of doing research, it is not what is necessary to help the students to be successful after college. The professors’ commitment to publishing research papers does not bring attention to preparing students to meet the nation’s healthcare needs by way of individualized exercise medicine prescriptions. 

Imaginative, caring, and courageous leaders help to increase the quality of higher education. They understand the disconnect between outdated thinking that allows status quo to rule and the content of a quality-oriented college curricula and hands-on laboratory skills needed by exercise physiologists in dealing with the prevention and treatment of chronic diseases. The ASEP leaders understand why change is important and why taking risks is unsettling but necessary. Strangely though, those who are college professors are posed to defend status quo even thought they understand the “big picture” and why it is important to spend more time with the students. Hopefully, in the near future more academic exercise physiologists will move from the comfort position of self-preservation and do what is necessary on behalf of the students and the profession of exercise physiology.

The academic culture must shift its emphasis from research to teaching (2) to support a collective vision for the profession. Then, there will be less impediments to improve the art of teaching and the significance of the profession. Will it be easy or even desired by the faculty? No, obviously it will be unsettling for many to transition from long-established behaviors to a new way of thinking and professional service. However, it is pastime to replace the professors’ self-interest with an interest in the students’ welfare. The process should be made with adequate planning, appropriate management, and strategic restructuring to meet the needs of the students. 

The next generation of students should be able to acquire new patterns of critical thinking that will prepare them for their new roles and responsibilities as healthcare professionals. They will understand the necessity to think outside the box to address new ways of dealing with old problems. It is their courage to test the establishment and to insist on change that will ensure the 21st century exercise physiologist will evolve and adapt to the ASEP vision and standards of professional practice to meet societal needs. Life isn’t unchangeable. By the power of new, persistent thinking it is possible to embrace an uncommon academic lifestyle. By questioning status quo, ASEP exercise physiologists will help to keep exercise physiology evolving. The ASEP leaders understand this point and that is why they are not afraid to think differently. Their minds are not closed off to the ever-changing landscape of the power of exercise medicine as a business opportunity for exercise physiologists.

Winston Churchill said, “The price of greatness is responsibility.” Exercise science is an illusion. Exercise physiology is our new reality, but it requires responsible thinking on behalf of all exercise physiologists. Academics exercise physiologists must start thinking appropriately on behalf of all exercise physiologists. They must assume accountability as to whether the academic degree in exercise physiology has any value to the students. Without value, the degree is the essence of the bottomless pit, which is embarrassing given the length of time the problem has persisted and it is only going to get worse if academic exercise physiologists don’t show some backbone. Also, it is important to point out that human performance, kinesiology, and similar degree programs are visionless. Why, because there are no financially credible career opportunities associated with the academic degrees. The exercise science degree is a physical education degree without the opportunity to qualify to teach in the public schools. The college professors know this all too well, but honestly, where is the academic leadership to foster change? 

Department chairs and academic exercise physiologists and others associated with the mis-placed 20th century thinking need to be held accountable for their fake, fraudulent, and ineffective academic degrees (3). The non-exercise physiology degrees are not only useless, but they also represent an academic crisis. They are fraudulent and ineffective because there are no recognizable financially sustainable career opportunities when students graduate. If only the professors would act in spite of what is common knowledge among colleagues, there would be some hope for the students’ future. 

Today, if you work in academia it takes courage mixed with some fear to ask the question “Is a college education a good financial investment?” My point is that while it is assumed a college education means a higher lifetime of financial return, most faculty members seldom ever take the time to determine if it is the truth. Both the students and their parents should consider the financial return from a college education, that is, if there is one (particularly in the case of certain academic degree programs). In fact, if you are a college professor and you have a son or daughter ready to attend college, would you support an academic degree that is known to result in very little financial payoff? If the answer is “no”, then what are you doing to other students and their parents without taking into consideration what you can do to make the degree valuable in terms of after the college financial payback?  

According to Asis Martin (4), “Out of the 1.9 million undergraduate degrees awarded between 2015 and 2016, the top six fields of studies were business, health professions, social sciences and history, psychology, biological and biomedical sciences, and engineering.” Well, the next question is what constitutes an academic major in the “health professions”? According to the University of Northwestern Ohio, the College of Health Professions listed the following academic degrees as indicative of majors in the health professions: Healthcare Administration, Health Information Technology, Medical Assistant Technology, and Medical Office Management (5). 

So, what does this have to do with leadership and majoring in the exercise physiology? For certain, students in the exercise physiology major cannot compete with the students in biomedical engineering, biochemistry, computer science, environmental engineering, and civil engineering degree programs. But the graduates can do much better with the exercise physiology degree if they had some serious counseling and leadership directives from the doctorate prepared exercise physiologists. To be begin with the students need to be told the truth about the degree and how to surface as a success after college.

Garcia (6) listed 162 of the most to least valuable college majors in a 2019 Bankrate article. Guess what? The exercise physiology major didn’t make the list. If I were still a college teacher, I would be greatly concerned. All I can say is where are leaders? Where is the academic leadership? Wake up academic exercise physiologists and do something about securing the exercise physiology major and your students’ financial future. Your students need to anticipate collecting a generous paycheck as an exercise physiologist. They don’t need to hear from you, saying “Well, you are about graduate, so complete the application to graduate school and get a master’s degree or complete an application to physical therapy.”  



References	

1. Boone T. The Business of Exercise Physiology: Thinking Like an Entrepreneur. Edwin Mellen Press, 2012. 

1. Boone T. JEMonline article , 2020.

1. Boone T. The Tragic Illusion of Exercise Science. PEPonline. 2007;10 (10):1-18. (Online). https://www.asep.org/asep/asep/Tragic_Illusion_ Exercise_Science.ht ml

1. Martin A. What’s the Return on a College Education? Forbes, 2019. (Online). https:// www.forbes.com/advisor/personal-finance/whats-the-return-on-a-college -education/

1. UNOH. University of Northwestern Ohio. College of Health Professions. (Online). https://www.unoh.edu/academics/college-of-health-professions/

1. Garcia AD. The Most Valuable College Majors, Ranked. Bandrate. 2019. (Online). https://www.bankrate.com/career/most-valuable-college-majors/
1

