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Blindly following everyone else is the path to nowhere!
 


M
ore than three decades ago I knew I did not want to be just another exercise physiologist. I did not want to wake up, drive to work, and pretend that the only thing important was doing research. Please appreciate that I am not against doing research. In fact, I enjoy very much doing research and seeing my work in print. What I don’t care about is the notion that research is the only thing that should matter to college teachers.

	High impact factor journal publication is not a measure of excellence of the individual.

-- Martin Blume, 
APS Editor-in-Chief


Also, while the pressure to publish only in research journals with a high impact factor (IF) is popular, it makes very little sense to me (1). After all, it is my research. I should be able to publish it where I want to, regardless of what the academic administration or a colleague may think. Living one’s life and doing so with integrity are more important than playing by mindless rules made up by people who are not interested in the opinions and thoughts of others. 

Moreover, I understand the significance of my research, and I should have the right to publish in a journal of my choosing. I don't want the administration and/or chairperson to accept me just because I agree to send my paper to a journal of his or her liking. This thinking may sound unprofessional or out in left field, but it isn't. It isn't wrong for me to personally feel that I have the knowledge, experience, and character to do the right thing for the right reason.

What I also know is that publishing in the so-called better journals and bringing in grant money are too often a game played for the sake of the institution. Yes, the institution hired me but they don't own me or you. I have the right to be myself (as I did while I was a college teacher for 44 years). However imperfect as I may have been as a teacher, I did it for the reasons that I understood important and valid. Yes, I also I wrote papers and books and did research about anything of interest to me and/or my students. Personally, I believe that is what made me different from most of my academic colleagues.

Interestingly, I remember an incident at the University of Florida in 1969 when a "Professor" stopped me while I was going down the steps from the third floor to the basement of the big office-gym complex where my office was located. The professor stopped directly in front of me and pushed his index finger into my chest several times and said, "Who do you think you are?" For a few seconds, I did not understand his intent. He said, "Who do you think you are wearing that suit and tie. You are an Instructor, nothing more.”

	There will always be someone who is either not impressed with you or uncomfortable with your skills and desire to excel.


As you might imagine, for a moment I didn’t know exactly what to do. He was twice my age and I was raised to respect people. But, then it clicked. He felt that I didn’t have the right to dress in a suit like him.  Why, because I was an Instructor (i.e., the lowest in academic rank). In effect, he believed that I must earn the doctorate degree to dress in a suit. After a few seconds, I looked at him and said, “My father bought me this suit to wear when I was not teaching gymnastics. He felt it was showing respect for the teaching profession.” He looked at me for a few seconds and stepped to the side. Then, it became clear that he was not interested in what I had to say. 

Hence, the question: Was it a risk to wear a suit when only the professors occasionally dressed in suits? My answer is simple: “No, I don' think so.” The professor's behavior in the stairwell was wrong. He had no right to do what he did. I had the right then (and I still do today) to my own beliefs and standards of dress. My father taught me to know "who you are" and "where you are headed". He taught us, my two brothers and two sisters, how not to conform to society’s groupthink mentality, but to live life in accordance with our own state of mind and our own challenges, obstacles, and victories.

I understand what it means to be different in sports as well. In high school, I lettered three years in football at 120 lbs, ran track for three years, and played baseball for five years. Later, I was an All American gymnast in college without prior gymnastic experience before my freshman year. The tricky part is to be different while keeping your mind's eye on your personal goals. No one else may show an interest in your thoughts, ideas, and/or dreams, but you have the right to each one. That is life as I understand it. What is also important is that if you want to win at life, you must work at being yourself and embracing your own thoughts and beliefs.

That is why I dressed in a suit and tie for more than 4 decades at 6 different academic institutions. Yes, I had faculty members who did not understand. They would have preferred that I dressed in something altogether different. It is that simple, and I am grateful for my father’s guidance because his words sustained me and made me. I was different then and, in many ways, better today because I did not think about what my colleagues thought of me. I can honestly say that I loved teaching and interacting with my students. After the first 1,000 students or so out of a total of 6,000 plus students I taught across the academic institutions, I learned that it is okay to laugh and to feel good while earning a pay check. 
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Looking back my independence was with meaning and relevant for me and my students, especially when I decided to create the first-ever anatomy laboratory with cadaver dissection for the exercise science students at Wake Forest University in Winston-Salem, NC in the late 1970s. It was a dream that came true when the anatomy faculty at Bowman Gray School of Medicine allowed me to take two cadavers a year to a newly created anatomy laboratory in the Department of Exercise Science on the Wake Forest University campus.

Regarding the dissection of the left shoulder of a cadaver, the pectoralis major was removed to allow for dissection of the brachii plexus. Note the axillary nerve that travels behind the humerus to innervate the under surface of the deltoid muscles. Below it are the musculocutaneous, median, and ulnar nerves to the arm, forearm, and hand muscles. This picture was taken from a 2017 Anatomy book (2) that I published with Bentham Science Publishing. The point of the book is to emphasize the importance of exercise physiology students having the same opportunity as physical therapy students in learning anatomy. Without question, they need to know anatomy at the same level as they learn physiology.  

There is nothing wrong with providing students the best education possible. In addition to purchasing equipment to measure oxygen consumption and determine cardiac output among other physiological variables in the exercise physiology laboratories at different universities, I helped to develop a cadaver-dissection laboratory at the University of Southern Mississippi in Hattiesburg, MS and at The College of St. Scholastica in Duluth, MN. 

I wish more exercise physiologists would express an interest in anatomy, given that the body isn’t just physiology. Similarly, why stop at physiology as is presently the case when the health and well-being of individuals throughout society is a function of both the mind and the body. This is why I wrote the 2010 book entitled, Integrating Spirituality and Exercise Physiology (3). 

As exercise physiologists, I believe it is important that we dare to be different from our colleagues if we are going to realize the full potential of the profession of exercise physiology and its healthcare impact on society. Yes, I said "profession" because exercise physiology is not a discipline or a field of study. But, of course that is only understood if you are going to dare to be different from most other exercise physiologists, which includes those who teach at the college level. 

Take ASEP as an example, especially since it is a small organization with a relatively small number of exercise physiologists supporting it. I admit that I would love to see it as a bigger organization. But, the reality of the majority is that they are not interested in making a difference by being different from everyone else. They fail to understand that they cannot make a difference until they are willing to be different. Naturally, being different takes guts to move from the present-day thinking to the ASEP point of view.

Being different “…boils down to acquiring skills you’re not supposed to have.”
-- Roy Tennant
Senior Program Officer for OCLC Research


The idea that the only thing that matters in academia is more quantitative research and bringing in more grant money for the institution is a huge yet to be dealt with academic problem. There is also the issue of misplaced thinking when it comes to degree programs, especially when it comes to the simple offering of a degree without any expectation of linking it to a credible market-driven degree with the expectation of finding employment after graduation. By caring for the students in our academic programs, the exercise physiologist helps to liberate students and their families, which is seriously neglected in academia as a whole. Far too many students reach the end of their senior year to hear their professors advise them to complete an application for graduate school or to physical therapy.

Caring for students is about doing what must be done to benefit the students and thus, in the end the academic institutions benefit as well. Unfortunately, academia has gone overboard with the emphasis on publishing research papers and accessing grant money. There is now the very real existence of unsound thinking that is missing the point of getting a college degree, especially when the so-called teachers are removed from the realities of a purposeful career-driven degree.

In the modern university, unsound thinking reigns supreme. The idea that it is important to promote a market-driven academic degree is not important. The imbalance between working on behalf of the students and doing what benefits the administration is an outstanding ethical problem. The typical professors do not attend to the students' feelings or care to understand their needs that are both academic and work related. They present lectures and give tests, and move on to the list of topics without the slightest sense of failing as caring teachers. The importance of being different is not part of the professors' self-knowledge or desire, yet it should be.

This is the academic setting as I understand it and have lived it. All we can hope for is that a caring person finds him- or herself in an administrative position with the opportunity to change "what is" to "what should be". The benefit to the students, to the profession of exercise physiology, and to society would be what college is supposed to be about in the first place. For now, the best I can do is to not forget my first thoughts of what I knew of college back when and why I loved it so much.
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