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Chapter 1 

Humans Are Movers

LEARNING OBJECTIVES:
LO1:  Recognize how ancient cultures tested and celebrated the human 

body

LO2:  Identify how modern events have impacted sports and helped to 
develop the field of kinesiology 

LO3:  List the career connections which arise from the academic study of 
kinesiology

LO4:  Identify key organizations that support the field of kinesiology

It is etched into the walls of caves. It is exemplified in ancient 
statues. The labors of it have crafted the pyramids of Egypt, the 
Great Wall of China, and the Incan fortress of Machu Picchu 
high in the Andes Mountains. What is it? It is the human in 
action—creating, defending, moving, and striving to go forward  
(Figure 1). You see, humans throughout early written history 
tested, celebrated, and loved the feats achievable when the 
body and mind were dedicated.
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Is it any different today? Look around you. Certainly, it is not. We still celebrate human potential, 
athletic prowess, and stories of the overcomers. In today’s world, we strap movement trackers 
to our wrists, observe physical performance in biomechanics and human performance 
laboratories, watch sports highlights on websites, test our physical limits, and look deeper and 
deeper into the structures and happenings of the human body, brain, and cell via specialized 
instruments and procedures. 

The human, as a mover, may be studied under the term kinesiology. Kinesiology comes from 
two Greek words: kinesis (meaning movement) or the derivative kinein (to move) and the word 
-ology (meaning study or discourse). Thus, a more strict definition of kinesiology is the study of the 
principles of mechanics and anatomy in relation to human movement. Put another way, kinesiology 
is the science dealing with the interrelationship of physiological processes and anatomy of the 
human body with respect to movement. In a broader sense, kinesiology is interdisciplinary (relates 
to multiple areas of study) and encompases history, philosophy, and sociology of sport, exercise 
and sport psychology, and sport management among other related ideas. 

Kinesiology: /kəˌnēsēˈäləjē,-zē-/ or ki-nee-see-ol-uh-jee
You are about to embark on some fascinating studies in a field of great opportunity—one that offers 
you ample career prospects. We believe this knowledge will help you navigate your path more 
effectively. Before we send you on your academic journey, a little history might be of interest to 
you. Like all the humans who have come before you, we hope you stamp your mark on the field of 
kinesiology, too.. Like all the humans who have come before you, we hope you stamp your mark on 
the field of kinesiology, too. 

Figure 1: Select achievements 
of the humans of ancient times

BIOMECHANICS 
LABORATORY:

laboratory settings in which 
analysis of movement occurs 

through means including 
motion capture, force plates, 
mathematical modeling, and 

computer simulation

HUMAN PERFORMANCE 
LABORATORIES: 

laboratory settings in which 
analysis of physiological and 
other variables connected to 

acute and chronic exercise 
are tested in relationship to 
nutrition, genetics, disease, 

health, human performance, 
and more

KINESIOLOGY: 
the multifaceted and 

interdisciplinary science and 
study of human movement

PHYSICAL DEMANDS IN ANCIENT TIMES 
The primary activities in ancient days centered around survival and defense. Planting, harvesting, 
hunting, constructing, and various forms of combat made life possible; these daily labors 
exemplify how an active human lifestyle was a mandate for existence. It was a time marked by 
physical struggle, where people benefitted from maintaining strength and endurance. Growth and 
development of the body and mind were recounted and romanticized—etched into walls, depicted 
in statues, and used to build the construction relics we now travel to visit. The ancient Colosseum, 
shown in Figure 2,  is a revered location to experience. In fact, it was the 2018 top tourist 
destination in the world based on traveler interest.1
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ANCIENT OLYMPIAD
Similar to today, past peoples tested and celebrated the body’s physical capacity. The Ancient 
Olympic Games were the Greek’s cultural and social highlight for nearly 12 centuries. They pitted 
the strongest of competitors in running, jumping, boxing, wrestling, and equestrian events. At the 
core, these tasks represented necessary skills for survival and defense.2 Examples of transferable, 
real-life physical events included boxers and wrestlers who could fend off attack, those swift of 
foot and high in stamina who could carry messages long distances, and javelin throwers who could 
accurately spear their target. Patriotism, and cultural celebration of deities (divine, or god-like 
figure), were on display as contestants represented their region when seeking the righteous prize 
of an olive wreath and community recognition.3 As we peer into the past, it is clear that admiration 
and respect for the human body’s performance in sport is not a modern concept—it was celebrated 
then as it is celebrated now (Figure 3).

Figure 2: The Roman 
Colosseum, built for ancient 

audiences, was the largest 
amphitheater in its day, 

and it remains a top tourist 
destination.

THE BATTLE OF MARATHON
Have you ever wondered where the approximately 26-mile distance of our marathons came from? 
The origin of this distance along with the modern-day marathon’s namesake was birthed at an 
ancient battle site in 490 B.C. The Persians invaded Greece, landing near the city of Marathon. 
They greatly outnumbered the army defending the coast city, and Greece sent messengers to 
spread news and warnings across the region of the battle.3

Ultimately, the Greeks successfully drove the Persians away, even though they had a smaller army, 
by implementing superior fighting tactics. When the battle concluded, one legend records that 
a Greek messenger, Pheidippides, ran his last message from Marathon to Athens to tell of the 

Figure 3: The discus thrower 
(“Discobolus”) is a well-

recognized artwork from the 
ancient world.

ANCIENT OLYMPIC 
GAMES:

the cultural and social festival 
of the Greeks where athletic 

competitions occurred 
between representatives of 

the various city-states
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victorious outcome—in part, “Nike, Nike!” (meaning “victory, victory”). After delivering his message, 
he collapsed and died of exhaustion. The distance between the cities is nearly 25 miles (Figure 4). 
(In some recountings of history, Pheidippides is said to have actually ran from Athens to Sparta and 
back, before another runner finished the final distance to Athens.) The heroic story of Pheidippides’ 
stamina inspired the long-distance running phenomenon of today’s marathon.

Figure 4: A map of the Greek 
mainland showing the route of 

Pheidippides’ legendary run

Figure 5: The Boston 
Marathon is one running event 

that attracts thousands and 
thousands of participants from 

across the globe. Editorial 
credit: Marcio Jose Bastos 

Silva / Shutterstock.com 

Training for and completing a marathon is now an inspiring goal for people across the globe. 
Participation in marathons has grown in popularity as worldwide participation increased by almost 
50% from 2008 to 2018 (Figure 5).4 Boston, New York, and Chicago host some of the most iconic 
marathon races in the United States.5

PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENTS IN RECENT HISTORY
The Greeks held the last of the ancient Olympiads in the 4th century A.D. The next millennia 
brought little advancement in the areas of sport and fitness. While there was change, human 
activity for each day was focused largely on accomplishing tasks that supported life. Innovation, 
opportunities, and education for sport and fitness only began in the more recent centuries. 
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MODERN OLYMPICS
In 1896, in the acclaimed city of Athens, Greece, the world gathered again to breathe life back into 
the Olympics, which had not been contested in more than 1,500 years. The world was captivated 
with the reinvigoration, and 14 countries sent a total of 241 athletes to the first, modern games 
(Figure 6).6

Figure 6: Opening ceremony 
of the 1896 Olympic Games in 

Athens, Greece

Parade of Nations
The Winter and Summer Olympics are leading international sporting events that celebrate human strength, endurance, 
determination, and skill. Culture and patriotism abound by the host country and all who enter via the Parade of Nations. The 2018 
Parade of Nations in PyeongChang, South Korea, was abuzz as iconic flag bearer Pita Taufatofua from the tiny island nation Tonga 
chose to wear fewer warm layers than competitors from Canada and all other nations (Figure 7). 

Figure 7: The 2018 Parade 
of Nations in PyeongChang, 

South Korea, featuring the 
island nation of Tonga (left) 

and Canada (right). Editorial 
credit: Leonard Zhukovsky / 

Shutterstock.com

The mystique, majesty, and marvel of the modern Olympics has only grown over the past 120 
years. Additionally, the capability and capacity of the human body is recognized in ways like never 
before with the Paralympic Games (games for athletes with a physical, mental, and sensory 
disabilities), the Deaflympics (games for deaf and hard of hearing athletes), and the Special 
Olympics (organization for children and adults with intellectual exceptionalities). The Summer and 
Winter Olympic Games now alternate every two years, providing spectatorship to audiences and 
the chance for snow and ice-based sports to be featured away from the more traditional summer 
games. The host countries prepare diligently for the events, investing years of time and billions of 
dollars, to highlight nationalism and culture, and set the stage for the multi-week celebration of 
human potential.

PARALYMPIC GAMES: 
the multi-sport games 

that serve athletes with 
physical, mental, and sensory 

disabilities

DEAFLYMPICS: 
originally known as the 

silent games; a multi-sport 
competition for deaf and hard 

of hearing athletes

SPECIAL OLYMPICS: 
the organization supporting 

multi-sport events for 
children and adults with 

intellectual disabilities and 
physical disabilities
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WORLD WARS
Few events have disrupted the 4-year cycle of the modern Olympics: the 1916 Games were 
cancelled due to World War I and the 1940 and 1944 Games were scratched on account of World 
War II. The developing kinesiology student needs to understand an important fact: Sport and fitness 
take a lesser priority when survival is in question (Figure 8). 

Figure 8: World War I brought 
great destruction; soldiers are 
seen walking on a duckboard, 

boards joined to form a path 
over the muddy ground of a 
decimated battlefield. Photo 

Credit: Capt. F. Hurley

Human survival garners top priority, which explains the minimal role of sport and fitness development 
across the early centuries of historical record. For this same fact, the kinesiology student should also 
understand why sports, fitness, wellness, and the sort are now very much alive—rarely do we (“we” 
being the holders of this text) question our ability to survive in the modern world. 

While the World Wars suppressed sport and opportunity for leisure-time fitness (i.e.,  nonrequired 
activities meant for enjoyment), they are now viewed as pivotal points in the progression of other 
kinesiology-based careers. Physical therapy and occupational therapy trace some of their roots 
back to the consequences of prolonged war. Fighting brought on both physical and mental fatigue 
and enduring damage to soldiers returning from war. In these situations, physical and occupational 
therapists were the first line of defense for rehabilitation. Their collective goal was to rehabilitate in 
order to help soldiers return to a new “normal” level of physical function. . 

COVID-19 and the Olympic Games
Remember what we said earlier: “The developing kinesiology student needs to understand an important fact: Sport and fitness take 
a lesser priority when survival is in question.” In a similar manner to what your grandparents or great grandparents experienced 
during the World Wars, you have now experienced a world-changing (or at least world-altering) incident: COVID-19. 

What was one of the consequences of the virus at the center of a pandemic? For only the fourth time, the Summer Olympic games 
were fundamentally changed. Much like the cancellation of the Games from World War I and World War II, the COVID-19 pandemic 
resulted in a postponement of the 2020 Summer Olympics in Tokyo in an effort to facilitate “social distancing” and prevent the 
spread of the virus. 
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SETTING THE STAGE FOR THE  
GROWTH OF KINESIOLOGY

Let’s restate and expand on a few ideas as we conclude this section. It was not until an expansion 
of modern conveniences that sport, fitness, wellness, and athletics morphed into what we see 
in the industries of today. We needed mechanical (e.g., engines, factories), technological (e.g., 
automobiles, frozen food, microwave ovens, personal computers), and medical (e.g., sterilization, 
surgical ability, vaccines) innovations to offer labor-saving or life-lengthening advancements.7 

Considering all factors generally available to developed countries, the workload needed for merely 
surviving was lessened by human’s advancements and innovations. Many modern jobs have paid 
time off, sufficient healthcare, and are minimally taxing, leaving people more prosperous and able 
to give time to leisure activities. More opportunities for sport or fitness engagement became more 
common in the mid to late 1900’s and continued evolving in the early 2000’s. These stories and 
connections are only briefly noted next, but they will be described in the relevant career chapters 
later in this tex.

KINESIOLOGICAL STUDIES:  
SUBDISCIPLINES AND CAREERS 

This chapter started by defining kinesiology as the study of human movement. At this point, we 
have really only discussed the physical aspects that helped shape the field. Let’s now focus on 
a parallel story that was happening during this same Greek timeline. It is the story of studying at 
the academy (idea-encapsulating college, university, or place of learning). Along with impressive 
innovation, there were thinkers behind the scenes. They assembled in ancient buildings, like the 
one shown in Figure 9, and then on more modern campuses. 

Figure 9: A photo of the 
recreated Plato Academy, 

with the main building of the 
Academy of Athens, with 
statues of Plato (left) and 

Socrates (right)

PEDAGOGY: 
the artful and scientific study 

of how to teach information

These scholars gathered in libraries that housed information and provided a place where thinkers 
could collaborate and drive ideas forward. They studied how to teach information (a process 
called pedagogy), ushered in the study of sciences (e.g., anatomy, physiology), proposed models 
and technology in health and medicine, and created new veins of learning. Students attended 
these institutions of higher learning to study various academic disciplines and prepare for 
their occupation. It is natural that kinesiology was birthed by scholars who began to study and 
investigate areas of what we now consider to be physical activity, sport, and exercise.

ACADEMY: 
a place of learning, such as 
an ancient school or a more 
modern college or university
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KEY ACADEMIC LEARNINGS WITHIN KINESIOLOGY
An academic discipline may be formally thought of as a branch of knowledge taught or researched 
at a college or university. The field of kinesiology, as an academic discipline, is multifaceted and 
interdisciplinary (related to more than one branch of knowledge), lending itself to serve as a 
gateway into multiple career fields or graduate education programs. Kinesiologists study why we 
do the physical activity we do, the acquisition (gaining new learning) of motor skills, the mechanics 
of movement, how society and physical activity are interrelated, the practices of teaching, the 
mental game behind exercise, and how the body responds to physical activity. If you look, you will 
find other definitions for academic discipline and kinesiology, but do not be confused, they have a 
lot of agreement. A subdiscipline is a field of study that is related to only part of (or a branch of) a 
broader field of study. 

There are many lines of thought about what subdisciplines reside under the discipline of 
kinesiology.8 Hopefully the following list will help you understand more about the full scope of 
kinesiology (much of this list was adapted from definitions from YourDictionary.com): 

 › Biomechanics: the study of the movements of a living body, with a focus on the internal 
forces exerted by muscles and how external forces, such as gravity, influence the skeletal 
structure

 › Psychology of physical activity: the science that focuses on mental and emotional 
processes involving physical activity, exercise, and sport

 › Exercise physiology: the study of the body's functional responses to short-term (acute) 
and long-term (chronic) physical activity

 › History of physical activity: the study of stories and tales of what has happened (or 
purported) from past physical activity and sport

 › Measurement of physical activity: the study of how to take record of details (e.g., 
extent, quality, or size) related to the body, body parts, performance, movement, and other 
aspects of physical activity

 › Motor development: the study of human maturation, including steps and stages of early 
development as a child all the way to an older adult

 › Motor learning and control: the study of  gaining knowledge or abilities through practice 
of motor skills (i.e., efficient, coordinated movement sequence)

 › Philosophy of physical activity: investigation of ideals, beliefs, and standards used to 
describe behavior and thought about activity

 › Physical activity and public health: the practice and study of protecting and improving 
community health through means including physical activity and exercise

 › Physical education pedagogy: the practice and science of educating and teaching 
physical activity

 › Sport management: studying the act, art, or manner of managing (or handling, 
controlling, directing, etc.) an area of sport or spectatorship

 › Sports medicine: the branch of medicine that focuses on nutrition, conditioning, 
preventing and diagnosing injuries, and increasing performance for athletes

 › Sociology of physical activity: the study of human values, relationships, beliefs, and 
societal ideas as they relate to physical activity, sport, and sport organizations

Focusing academic preparation in one or multiple subdisciplines is helpful to gain factual and 
theoretical knowledge and functional skills. A refined skill set is necessary to be attractive on 
graduate school applications and in the job market. These ideas are noted next.

ACADEMIC DISCIPLINE: 
a branch of knowledge or 

learning, such as kinesiology, 
taught or researched at the 

college or university level

INTERDISCIPLINARY:
a field of study that relates 

to multiple branches of 
knowledge

SUBDISCIPLINE: 
the specializations of a field 
of study that relate to parts, 

but not the full scope, of a 
broader discipline



11 Humans Are Movers

OPPORTUNITIES ARISING FROM 
KINESIOLOGICAL STUDIES

With so many areas of subdiscipline specialization, career opportunities abound for the beginning 
kinesiologist! How you use your particular kinesiology degree hinges largely upon your interests, your 
innate and developed skills, and the level of degree you can and do pursue. We will minimally discuss 
the most basic ideas of the careers now. Understand that some careers require advanced degrees. The 
critical learning about career preparation will occur in the respective career chapters later in this text.

Careers Requiring or Benefiting from  
Undergraduate Education 

With an undergraduate degree (a bachelor’s degree), kinesiologists can become, among other things: 
UNDERGRADUATE DEGREE: 

a bachelor’s degree or 
equivalent learning experience

CERTIFICATION: 
involves completing required 

actions or processes to 
attain a given proficiency, 

status, ability, or level of 
achievement declared by an 

entity or organization

Careers Requiring or Benefiting from Graduate Education
To set some boundaries for this section, we will list out the careers that demand (or really necessitate) 
that you have graduate education (formal education beyond a bachelor’s degree) to enter (or be truly 
competitive) to enter. Many of the career opportunities noted previously can be further developed in 
graduate education, even if a bachelor’s degree is all that is required for entry-level work. After all, few 
employers will ever turn down a well-educated hire. However, you may not be fully compensated for 
what you believe you are worth. That discussion is well beyond the scope of this chapter. 

Master’s (e.g., MS, MEd, MSOT, MAT) and doctoral level (e.g., PhD, EdD, DPT, OTD) degrees 
commonly give rise to careers in 

GRADUATE EDUCATION: 
formal programs of learning 

that include education, 
research, and study beyond 

the bachelor's degree

• exercise and clinical exercise 
physiologists

• physical and health education 
teachers

• athletic trainers
• coaches
• massage therapists

• group or aerobics fitness instructors
• personal trainers
• strength and conditioning coaches
• health promotion specialists
• corporate fitness instructors
• sport historians or sociologists

The list goes on. Additionally, biomechanists, ergonomists, rehabilitation aids, recreation managers, 
and wellness directors can naturally train as a kinesiologist. 

Your college or university will have some sway over your academic options, but you have greater 
say based on the classes that you select and the outside experiences (e.g., observation hours, 
volunteer experiences, certifications, and your aspirations). There is too much detail to share 
presently, so we implore you to seek the resources from the career chapters in this text. Be diligent 
in leading your education, this is your preparatory journey!

• leadership or managerial roles as sports 
medicine physicians, orthopedists, and 
other allied health areas 

• athletic trainers
• occupational therapists
• physical therapists

• collegiate and professional strength 
and conditioning coaches

• college and university level instructors
• health promotion specialists in 

community and clinical settings
• fitness program directors of larger 

corporations
• wellness center directors
• researchers in a kinesiology area 

For graduate education, you need to judiciously choose your college or university (and your mentor, 
if you are to have one). Graduate programs are abundant, but they are fewer and further between 
compared to bachelor’s level programs. There is a whole process that you will need to comply with 
to enter your graduate program of choice. Due to the level of detail, we reserve these ideas for the 
respective career chapters available later in this text.
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 Real World Kinesiology

Who Is Drawn to Studying Kinesiology and Why?
Many students find a love for physical activity, exercise, or sports early in their life. As they mature into adults, studying the field 
more formally at the college level seems a natural fit. Others find the field through their troubling moments in life—perhaps an 
injury leads them to meet an athletic trainer or a therapist, and they seek to enter kinesiology because of the affinity for what their 
practitioner helped them (or a loved one) accomplish or overcome. Athletic success, or a deeper desire to learn about the human 
body, spurs students to enter this field. It is fair to say that life experiences greatly attract students into the field. Of course, these 
are only a few of the common reasons for seeking this discipline. 

Potential for exciting and numerous career opportunities in kinesiology draw many young scholars. Much like how kinesiology 
has subdisciplines, practically every career has multiple job settings within it—for example, within physical therapy you can 
work in acute care, skilled nursing, home health, inpatient rehabilitation, orthopedics, and more. A number of these careers have 
a lucrative salary. The idea of being paid to be active, or around active individuals, sounds appealing to many students. This 
portability—with jobs being everywhere—and financial sustenance keeps kinesiology an attractive option at institutions of higher 
learning nationwide. 

Often, being an advocate for the physical and mental wholeness of those with 
whom we work is an important trait to those in the field. Many kinesiologists want 
to share their experiences. If you walk into a kinesiology-based classroom and 
poll the attendees on why they chose the major, a resounding trend is that they 
want to help others. Connecting most of the careers is a common theme: a basic 
understanding of anatomy (the structure) and physiology (function) of the body, 
individual motivation, and how they come together in physical activity.

If you are drawn to the field, but you do not know where to start, begin by building 
experiences and knowledge in these ways. Independently research. Scan 
websites, books, or journals that relate to what you desire to become. Practice an 
active lifestyle! Through dedication, we can better our overall health and develop 
personal experiences (Figure 10).  Being a quality role-model to those with whom 
we interact cannot be over emphasized. It is troubling when a professional is clearly 
a poor example of what their field teaches and claims to believe. Go observe! We 
can learn a vast amount of unique information by watching others at their craft.

Figure 10: Small, intentional steps often bring about the incremental 
progress that bridges the gap between dreams and reality.

PRIMARY ORGANIZATIONS SUPPORTING THE  
BROAD SCOPE OF KINESIOLOGY

Several pages back, there was a list of subdisciplines of kinesiology from the National Academy of 
Kinesiology. If you investigate the various subdisciplines, you will find there are organizations and 
websites dedicated to the learning of each. Notice how the subdisciplines steer you into specific 
groupings of classes so that you train toward a given career (or set of careers). This concept 
is important to understand because in this section we will provide you with some of the key 
organizations that focus on the larger discipline of kinesiology, rather than the organizations that are 
more specialized. The more focused organizations will be discussed in the relevant career chapters. 
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Keep in mind, you do not always have to be a professional to get involved in these organizations. 
Maybe your involvement in a professional group will start sooner than you expected!

• The American Kinesiology Association promotes kinesiology as a unified field of study. 
It offers membership status to academic departments, has a database of kinesiology 
programs in the United States, and offers a Careers in Kinesiology page. It publishes 
Kinesiology Today and the Kinesiology Review (in tandem with the National Academy of 
Kinesiology). 

• The National Academy of Kinesiology promotes the study of kinesiology through 
conference meetings, offers a review of doctoral programs in the United States, and 
publishes the quarterly Kinesiology Review (in tandem with the American Kinesiology 
Association). 

• The National Association for Kinesiology in Higher Education (NAKHE) nurtures 
leadership in kinesiology administration and policy related to teaching, scholarship, and 
service in higher education. For developing students, there are several journals that might 
be of interest: The International Journal of Kinesiology in Higher Education, Quest, 
and Research Quarterly for Exercise and Sport. These journals are published through a 
partnership of NAKHE with Taylor and Francis Group. 

FINAL THOUGHTS

The field of kinesiology owes thanks to many ancient and modern thinkers across a breadth of interrelated fields. The 
importance of physical activity for longevity and quality of life is more widespread than ever before. Thus, it is an exciting 
time to embark on learning in this area. Kinesiology has always been a field that focuses on physical activity as a means to 
better the structure and function of the human. 

The academic discipline of kinesiology affords you a great number of career opportunities to pursue. The subdiscipline 
that you study and focus on will directly impact your specific major, and what career options you have in front of you. Be 
sure to focus on this idea as you select your academic focus and elective classes. Here is one final piece of good news: 
The Occupational Outlook Handbook produced by the Bureau of Labor Statistics offers insight on the projected needs of 
workers in given careers across the United States. It is exciting to note that most careers associated with kinesiology have 
great growth potential in the next decade—growth potential that exceeds the average. Best of luck as you join the team who 
call ourselves kinesiologists! 
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