
Continuing education units (CEUs) are essential milestones for fitness professionals aiming to maintain their
certifications and stay current in the ever-evolving world of exercise science, nutrition, and client management. Key
certifying bodies like NASM, ACE, AFAA, and NFPT require their trainers and coaches to complete approved CEU
courses within their renewal cycles. However, not all educational activities qualify equally, making it crucial to
understand what counts as a CEU, how renewal timelines differ, and how to verify approval status effectively.

Why Does Continuing Education Exist?
Continuing education serves several fundamental roles in the fitness industry:

Ensuring up-to-date knowledge: Science and best practices evolve rapidly within fitness and wellness. CEUs
help trainers stay current with the latest research, techniques, and safety standards.

Promoting professional growth: By participating in accredited continuing education, trainers expand their
scope of practice and expertise, offering better services to clients.

Maintaining certification validity: Organizations like NASM, ACE, AFAA, and NFPT require proof of ongoing
learning as part of their renewal process to uphold industry standards.

Continuing education translates to better client outcomes, legal compliance, and enhanced career opportunities.

Renewal Cycle Differences: Annual vs. Biennial
Understanding your renewal timeline is crucial for planning continuing education activities. Here's how the major
certifying bodies structure their cycles:



Certifying Body Renewal Cycle CEU Requirements NASM (National Academy of Sports Medicine) 2 years (biennial)
2.0 CEUs (20 contact hours) ACE (American Council on Exercise) 2 years (biennial) 2.0 CEUs (20 hours) AFAA
(Athletics and Fitness Association of America) 2 years (biennial) 2.0 CEUs (20 hours) NFPT (National Federation of
Professional Trainers) 1 year (annual) 0.9 CEUs (9 hours)

Pro Tip: Always check your certifying body renewal portal regularly. For example, NASM and ACE have online
member portals where you can track earned CEUs, submit certificates, and monitor your expiration date. These
portals are your best friend for avoiding accidentally letting a certification lapse.

What Counts as a CEU? Breaking Down Approved CEU Activities
Fitness professionals often ask: “Does this course, workshop, or seminar count as an approved CEU?” The answer
depends on several factors such as the course’s content, delivery method, duration, and—most importantly—
approval status by your certifying body.

Common Approved CEU Formats

Online or In-Person Courses: Comprehensive courses, often ranging from 2 to 20 hours, offered by third-
party providers or the certifying body themselves.

Workshops and Seminars: Practical, hands-on learning experiences that deepen skills. These are often
shorter but must be formalized and approved.

Conferences and Symposiums: Industry events featuring multiple sessions on current research and trends.
Attendance certificates typically document CEUs earned.

Published Articles and Research: Some bodies allow earning credits by authoring or peer-reviewing
scientific publications related to fitness.

Teaching and Presenting: Delivering educational sessions at recognized forums may count toward CEUs
under strict guidelines.

What Does Not Count as a CEU?

Non-accredited or unapproved courses: Just because a course claims to be “educational” does not mean
your certifying agency approves it.



Community “free” workshops with no certificate: Without formal certification of completion or tracking, it
won’t count.

Content unrelated to your scope of practice: General wellness or unrelated health topics often don’t
qualify.

Irrelevant social media or informal learning: Self-study through videos or podcasts typically requires
additional verification or does not count on its own.

Approval Status and Provider Eligibility: Avoid Assumptions
One of the biggest mistakes trainers make is assuming a course counts without verifying approval. Here’s the
system-savvy approach I always recommend:

1. Check the certifying body renewal portal: For example, NASM’s CEU directory or ACE’s course provider list
identifies accredited programs.

2. Confirm the provider’s eligibility: Only CEU providers officially recognized by NASM, ACE, AFAA, or NFPT
are authorized.

3. Verify the course’s approval status: Some providers offer multiple courses; look for the specific course listed
as "approved" for your certification type and cycle.

4. Request the official certificate from the provider: This is often a PDF issued immediately post-completion.
Screenshotting or informal proof often causes headaches—you want the official document to upload.

5. Allow for processing time: Providers often take days or weeks to issue certificates. Plan ahead!

6. Keep a dedicated CEU folder: Organize PDFs by renewal year and certifying body. This habit is a lifesaver
come renewal season.

Avoid the assumption trap: If the sales page doesn’t explicitly list approved certifying bodies, or if the provider
can't provide an official CEU certificate, don’t buy the course until you confirm.

How to Manage Your CEUs Efficiently
Managing CEUs can quickly become overwhelming without a system. Here are some best practices I swear by:

Use a dedicated folder or cloud drive named “CEU”: Save PDF certificates here immediately—no
screenshots.

Track all renewal dates and CEU earned in a spreadsheet: Include course name, approval status, date
completed, and certifying body.

Submit CEUs early rather than late: Upload certificates to your renewal portal as soon as you get them.

Review the renewal requirements at least 6 months before expiration: This gives time to acquire needed
credits or appeal discrepancies.

Summary: Approved CEUs Bring Professional Credibility
Understanding what counts as a CEU across NASM, ACE, AFAA, and NFPT is critical to maintaining certification and
demonstrating ongoing professional competency. Always double-check the approval status through your
certifying body’s official renewal portal learnmuscles.com before enrolling in any course or workshop. Keep digital
copies of your official course provider certificates, preferably PDFs, and avoid informal proofs like screenshots.

https://learnmuscles.com/blog/2026/08/05/how-ceus-actually-work-a-personal-trainers-guide-to-nasm-ace-afaa-nfpt-renewal-requirements/


By staying organized and proactive, you can navigate your renewal cycle—whether annual or biennial—with
confidence. This discipline ensures your credential remains valid and your knowledge as a fitness professional
remains cutting-edge.

Useful Resources
NASM Certification Renewal Portal

ACE Continuing Education

AFAA CEU Information

NFPT Renewal Details

Keep your CEU paperwork tidy and stay ahead of deadlines! Your professional future depends on it.


