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Leaders learn by leading, and they learn best by leading in the face of obstacles.

-- Warren Bennis 


I
n the July 1998 Volume 1 Number 1 PEPonline issue, the first of three articles was published (1). The following is the first sentence of the first article: “Ever notice how well-meaning people resist change.” Most people are not willing to risk losing what is comfortable. Have you ever been in a situation where you and/or your colleagues resisted change because of what others might think? Just asking, is that a good reason to avoid engaging a new reality if it is obvious that is what should be done? 

The second paragraph of the same article contained the following: “At first glance, it appears that exercise physiologists are in control of the lay of the land. But, in reality, there are questions that are having a negative impact on students who are thinking about majoring in exercise physiology. As an example, how would you have answered the following questions in 1998 and now?

1. What is exercise physiology? 
2. What is exercise science? 
3. Are they the same?
4. How do they differ? 
5. Do the students of both majors take the same academic courses? 
6. What type of work does an exercise physiologist do? 
7. What kind of certification is required? 
8. Is there licensure? 
9. Is the salary comparable to other college graduates? 
10. Is sports medicine the same as exercise physiology? 
11. Is a master's degree required to get a job? 
12. Is the exercise physiologist a healthcare professional (or a technician)? 
13. Are there an adequate number of jobs in the public sector? 

Answers to these questions should help students determine whether it is wise to major in kinesiology, exercise science, human performance, sports science, or exercise physiology. However, the answers may be little more than opportunistic statements by the faculty to influence students to choose their department. A department without students is headed for problems. The faculty may be released from their position, and the doors to the department may be closed. As a result, there is a high priority placed on recruiting students.” No wonder there are 30 or more different academic majors as a spin off from the original health and physical education degree. 

The paragraph pretty much sums up exercise physiology today, some 20 years later. At times it seems that very little has changed among the academic exercise physiologists who are still driven to publish. And, as I have said 100s of times in PEPonline articles, there is nothing wrong with the desire to publish research papers. The problem, as I see it, is when pursuing research is more important than teaching and building the professional foundation to help the college graduates access credible jobs after college. It is like saying the only reason to buy a car is for the speed and not to get you from place to place. Of course speed is important from time to time. Here again, that is not the common reason for buying a car.

The bottom line is obvious to me in 2018 just as it was 20+ years ago. When exercise physiologists spend their time and energy in another person’s backyard (such as sports medicine) and fails to take care of the issues and concerns in their own backyard, the latter becomes a huge mess. That is exactly the problem with exercise physiologists who do not support the American Society of Exercise Physiologists. I said in the 1998 article that, “It is a non-profit society to promote the advancement of teaching and hands-on experiences in the academic setting. It is also designed to provide a unified forum for exchange of ideas and information about the future of exercise physiology.”

I think the content of the short paragraph at the end of the article is important as well. “The power of an exercise physiology organization is that it shapes options for the future. In fact, it provides the first organized opportunity to put the pieces together to impact regulatory change in academic stability. It is the place to start because it increases visibility and enhances the image of exercise physiology. It also allows for setting the agenda, determining the direction, and making decisions about the future of the profession. It is the exercise physiologists' gateway for change.”

Thank about it for a moment. What is success? Is it majoring in exercise science and telling everyone that you are an exercise physiologist? If so, such thinking is incorrect and must change. Similarly, regardless of what I said about “change” – deep down there is the question: Why hold back and not get involved in upgrading exercise physiology to an accepted and recognizable healthcare profession just as we (and society) think of physical therapy? Is the difference between the two majors little more than the physical therapists working together to accomplish their goals and objectives via APTA? Or, is it the licensure that defines and controls their professional practice the real reason for so-called unification and oneness? Maybe it is simply a matter of time, especially since physical therapy got its start nearly 100 years.

Is ASEP a success? If so, why is that since it is such a small organization? Perhaps the answer is as simple as saying that it is still functioning. If so, what are the career benefits of exercise physiologists who support the ASEP vision? Does ASEP have the right to succeed? Answers to these questions are in the brief article entitled “What is Success?” (2). Of course the answer can be found in several 100 more published articles in PEPonline. The fact that the ASEP organization is still functioning after 20 years speaks well for exercise physiologists who helped to create it and who are members. The organization is a success. Bigness has its positive points, but it does not define success. At the center of the ASEP members’ concerns is not its size as it is the continued professionalization of exercise physiology and the increased career opportunities for the students of exercise physiology after college. 

Yet, all too often I heard colleagues say, “Why aren’t the ASEP leaders working harder to increase the size of ASEP?” My response is this: Too often people fail to understand that the positives of bigness do not always outweigh the advantages of smallness. What we need to come to grips with is the answer to the following question: “What is the best size for the ASEP organization to turn our students’ career problems into financially sound expectations?” The college setting should be all about students who are serviced by the faculty. Instead, too many faculty members believe the college exists to glorify them and their research record.

Yes, being successful as a researcher can spoil educated faculty members. Strange as it might sound to non-academic types, the research-oriented faculty members believe that everything revolves around research, publishing, and them. They become egotistical and, unfortunately, believe they have all the right answers to every question. The dangers of such success have been written about for years, but that is not the purpose of this article. Yes, of course, faulty members have the right to be successful, but the emphasis must be on the students’ success? A college education has always been considered as the door to a financially credible career. Instead, what is commonly heard from academic advisors is something similar this: “John, it is now time to complete the PT or nursing application.” 

ASEP is not against the idea of completing an undergraduate degree and pursuing a graduate degree in a different area of study, particularly if that is what the graduating senior had in mind to do in the first place. The leadership is not anti-education in respect to other fields of study. But the assumption that it is simply the expected thing to do and the right behavior of academic exercise physiologists is wrong. Fortunately, through hard work and dedication to the ASEP vision, members of the Society are working hard to secure the future for all the students of exercise physiologists. But, before you read any further, please take a moment and say to yourself: 

1. It is O.K. to ask your professor about the ASEP organization.
2. It is O.K. to become a member of ASEP.
3. It is O.K. to make plans to sit for the EPC exam.
4. It is O.K. to believe that exercise science is not exercise physiology.
5. It is O.K. to want to succeed as a healthcare professional. 

It is O.K. to be an exercise physiologist with an undergraduate degree and not an athletic trainer or a physical therapist. There is no need to apologize to anyone, especially to the faculty members in your own department who are supposed to be educating you to enter the profession of exercise physiology. You don't have to feel guilty about what is logical. You have the right to your ideas and feelings even though the faculty may tell you that success can't be realized outside of sports medicine.

It is O.K. to follow your logical thinking to realize your hopes and expectations. After all, life is a journey with many surprises. If you want to live it, you must be willing to think for yourself. But, please appreciate that doing so does not mean being unethical to be successful. You must be willing to work hard, take risks, and do what is right regardless of what you may hear from the members of the big organizations. Are you ready to concentrate on the professionalization of exercise physiology? Are you ready to put to use all of your insights, ideas, and energy to see the exercise physiology profession become your reality? All it takes is the desire and determination to make a difference and you will stop conforming to the agenda of non-exercise physiology organizations. 

In closing, remember that exercise physiologists should never ask, "Is it O.K. to start an exercise physiology organization?" And, similarly, is it O.K. to belong to the ASEP organization? Why, because the chances are somebody will say No! Exercise physiologists must act and believe that they are equal to other college graduates with a responsibility to healthcare, and in fact that they represent a special group of healthcare professionals with the academic and hands-on training to prescribe exercise medicine.
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