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T
wenty-six years ago, the American Society of Exercise Physiologists was founded, which was followed with the development of the ASEP Goals and Objectives, Code of Ethics, Standards of Practice, Academic Accreditation, Board Certification, and online electronic journals. The ASEP recognition of the profession of exercise physiology has not yet found its place in the academic institutions throughout the United States. No doubt a thousand or more articles have been published regarding the importance of professionalism in exercise physiology. 

Even as I acknowledge the positive work and respect for the ASEP leadership and the energy they have put into the professional development of exercise physiology, it is clear the majority of the academic exercise physiologists go about their day without a thought of what and why they are not members of ASEP. Why, is this the case? Is it a selfish spirit on their part? Or, is it that they are interested only in their thinking of what is exercise physiology?

While it should be clear that exercise physiology is not exercise science or kinesiology, that is not the case (at least not on the Internet). For example, if you type in “colleges and universities with an academic major in exercise physiology,” you will find primarily the exercise science major in the Department of Exercise Science or the Department of Kinesiology. This is a sad outcome of the lack of academic leadership that is having a huge negative effect on the students who are told that you can call yourself an “exercise physiologist” with a degree in exercise science. 

Take a moment and think about the money they and/or their parents spend to earn a college education, and then where is the career opportunities after college? Unfortunately, the academic advisors usually conclude their contact with the students by saying, “The bachelor’s degree in exercise science is a good foundation for graduate study or it is a positive step to complete an application for physical therapy, athletic training, chiropractic medicine, etc.” In short, they realize that there are no “Exercise Science” jobs, which means there is no career and/or financial income with a college degree in exercise science.

Where is the academic and/or professional accountability? Why aren’t the faculty members, the department chair, and the academic institution held accountable for misleading the students and/or their parents? If that sounds too strong, then think about it for a moment. Shouldn’t the college education be about helping the students minimize waste of time by maximizing productivity? If so, that is certainly not being accomplished with the present academic system. Just a little creative management could help decrease the students waste of time and their parents’ waste of money. For certain, it would help maximize the students’ career opportunities. 

This is ASEP thinking, which is the 21st view of making a difference that is rooted in integrity. It is the result of confronting the reality of yesterday’s thinking that is no longer acceptable. The ASEP leadership is self-confident, but not arrogant. They are 100% committed to the college students and their future as healthcare professionals. They care about helping the students, and they are genuinely engaged in the ASEP agenda on behalf of an ethically sound academic major with credible career opportunities after college.  

The truth is that if a student wants to be an athletic trainer, then he or she must major in athletic training. The same basic thinking is true for the students who want to be a physical therapist. He or she must be accepted in the physical therapy major, which is in the Department of Physical Therapy and not the Department of Exercise Science. Also, a kinesiology degree should conclude in a person graduating and calling him- or herself a kinesiologist. There is no contradiction in either of the two points just mentioned. Yet, it is an obviously naïve line of thinking that promotes (or allows for the thinking thereof) that the exercise science degree or the kinesiology degree or the human performance degree is an academic degree in exercise physiology. 

The ASEP leadership is aware of the students’ problem of being misled by his or her college teachers and/or the academic advisors. Hence, given that ASEP was founded based on the leaders’ belief that the students deserved a better future after graduating from college, they created the first-ever Board Certification that allows for the students of exercise science, kinesiology, and/or human performance to sit for the certification to earn the professional title “Exercise Physiologist.” That is, if the students of the various degree programs can meet the academic course work and pass the certification test, then they can refer to themselves as ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists. While this approach to helping the students is logically the right thing to do, it will not always be an ASEP option.

Today, under the academic circumstances, it is a logical and caring approach to actualizing the credible career possibilities of being an ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologist. As such, it is a clear message to the college and university department chairs and/or deans that there must be the commitment to a paradigm that makes sense for both the graduates and society. Yes, it takes time. But, given that the students (and the faculty) may already be evaluating the likelihood of the issues before them, they should ask themselves the following questions: What should I do as an exercise physiologist in my department to change the name from Exercise Science to Exercise Physiology? Who should I speak to first, the Chairperson or the Dean, regarding the Department’s name, Kinesiology when it should be Exercise Physiology? What price am I willing to pay to promote the ASEP initiatives?

After all, there are likely to be several serious issues from within the department due to the differences in the degree programs and what the faculty members think, given their past educational and work experiences. It is also clear from the work of the ASEP leaders that the attitude towards change is not acceptable among many colleagues who are very resistant to changing their minds. Many are simply stubborn and will not be turned on by a new dream, such as the ASEP vision of exercise physiologists being recognized as “the exercise medicine healthcare professionals.” The leadership is determined to keep ASEP in the forefront of healthcare, thus the ASEP vision will not drop into a black hole of yesterday’s thinking. Remember, the one all-powerful rule of determination is that “nothing is impossible if there is a will, there is a way.”

Although it should be recognized that the ASEP leadership has done what no one else has done on behalf of exercise physiologists, the mental race and uphill battles are almost unthinkable for many colleagues. They are trapped by the fear of failure without realizing they have already failed their students, and now they are living with humiliation and decreased integrity. Instead, they should be supporting ASEP, its vision, and the ASEP goals and objectives that every college student deserves the right opportunity to be successful after college, that every student will be taught by professors who care about the students’ career success, and that every professor will be willing to do what is necessary to help the students’ dreams come true.

Presently, the difference between the exercise physiologist and the physical therapist is the size of the dreams they have committed their lives to. The fact is that every non-ASEP exercise physiologist does not have a dream while physical therapists understand the importance of the American Physical Therapy Association (APTA). Their APTA dream is big. They believe that APTA is necessary for their professional success. Hence, why not acknowledge their line of thinking and plan for success as an ASEP member? Why not commit yourself to becoming a member of ASEP and look forward to a life among other professional exercise physiologists? Why not believe and give yourself the freedom to dream, to do something wonderful, and the faith to face all your tomorrows. Remember also that, “what your mind can believe you can achieve” and “the most tragic waste is the waste of a good idea.” 

If exercise physiologists believed in their own professional organization, today ASEP would be much bigger. Exercise physiologists would be recognized as “the” exercise medicine healthcare professionals, and there would be fewer exercise physiologists struggling with a lack of purpose and a healthcare career. Their misdirected careers often result in transitioning to a different area of work and hope of being satisfied. Yet, their original vision was to be an exercise physiologist who would in the position of nurturing and helping patients and/or clients with developing better health and fitness. ASEP exists to fulfill one’s life purpose that comes from one’s vision of his or her future. The ASEP organization is the key to fulfilling the exercise physiologist’s education, his or her career, and the financial means to surviving after college. 

A good financial income leads to a sense of hope and a means of surviving in life. It is required to live a happier life, and it helps to fulfill one’s dream of being special. After all, no one was born to be an ordinary individual. For certain, ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists inspire and draw out the best in their patients and/or clients. They are not ordinary, and their college education, board certification, code of ethics, and practice knowledge and laboratory skills are excellent examples of accomplishments that non-ASEP exercise physiologists do not have. Their enthusiasm and professional work to increase health and well-being is a powerful vision for becoming an exercise physiologist. In fact, the ASEP vision is at the heart of the members’ passion to earn the “right degree for the right reason.” 

This is precisely the contrary of today’s way of thinking. That is, yes, a person can say that “I am an exercise physiologist because I have a degree in exercise physiology.” Yet, the person lacks the trust and support of ASEP, which is imperative to reach the highest standard of accomplishments and thinking as a professional exercise physiologist. Hence, how can this person place his or her ultimate beliefs and confidence in an exercise science or kinesiology organization? Why would he or she want to do so? Is it simply because it is the common way of doing things? Clearly, by leaving some other organization, he or she would be turning away from his or her hard-earned reputation and throwing him- or herself on the mercy of the public, saying “But I am an exercise physiologist.” 

Paradoxically, freedom emerges only from restraint, such as acknowledging that ASEP is the professional organization of exercise physiologists. Where is the wholehearted trust in ASEP exercise physiologists? Unfortunately, many exercise physiologists are without guidance, and they find themselves clinging to the 20th century status quo thinking. They are not able to trust their colleagues who continue with status quo thinking and, therefore, they are mentally commanded to continue to think as they have for decades. Yes, life is risky but failure to embrace the ASEP perspective is significantly wrong. 

An attitude adjustment would be helpful on part of every anti-ASEP personality. No doubt, as Winston Churchill said, “Attitude is a little thing that makes a big difference.” I could not agree more. Think about it. If a colleague in your department says something negative about ASEP, you can make a commitment to saying something positive about ASEP. Positive thinking is better for the mind and body than always being negative about life events. Aside from the improvement in mental and physical health, positive thinking keeps things in perspective. 

Honestly, where is the human aspect of every exercise physiologist who should be an ASEP member? Decisions must be made on behalf of ASEP, but too many exercise physiologists are not supporting the ASEP perspective. Nonetheless, it is the right thing to do and eventually every exercise physiologist will be an ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologist. A new beginning is what the ASEP leaders believe is important for the professional development of exercise physiology as an exercise medicine healthcare professional. No, Pro-ASEP members do not have all the answers to dealing with the status quo way of thinking, but they are committed to doing what is right on behalf of the students of exercise physiology and the ASEP members. Hence, in the end, every person with a degree in exercise physiology will make a choice. Either they continue thinking as they have always done or they will decide to support the students who want to be an ASEP exercise physiologist by supporting the ASEP organization.    

Changing how people think is not easy. It takes time, energy, and commitment to the future. Socrates said it this way, “The secret of change is to focus all of your energy, not on fighting the old, but on building the new.” Although much of what I have said is in regards to the old version of exercise physiology, it is important that more effort is directed to describing the profession of exercise physiology of the future. Imagine ASEP exercise physiologists recognized as the “go to” exercise medicine professionals just as society thinks of medical doctors as the professionals who prescribe pills for health issues. Both the medical doctor and the ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologist must learn to work together to promote the benefits of exercise medicine to decrease premature deaths. Clearly, it is a cost-effective and a non-pharmacological treatment for the prevention of mental issues and dozens of chronic diseases linked to unhealthy lifestyles.

In closing, thinking differently is often a necessity for individuals in many walks of life. It is especially important that exercise physiologists start to think differently so we can move beyond the traditional mindset of “what is exercise physiology” and “who is an exercise physiologist.” It is important that exercise physiologists learn to live in the 21st century as a collective body of Pro-ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists who understand and accept the fact that they are Pro-ASEP exercise medicine healthcare professionals. ASEP is making a difference, and that is what exercise physiologists need.
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