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Continuing education is a crucial part of staying relevant, knowledgeable, and credible as a fitness professional,
especially if you coach clients online. With so many options—self-paced courses, live workshops, webinars, and
conferences—it can feel overwhelming to determine which continuing education units (CEUs) truly count toward
your certification renewal. If you hold credentials from top certifying bodies like NASM, ACE, or AFAA, each has
unique requirements, renewal cycles, and approval processes that you need to understand before investing time
and money.

Why Does Continuing Education Exist?
The fitness industry is fast-evolving, with new research, techniques, and trends emerging regularly. Continuing
education ensures trainers maintain competency, learn the latest best practices, and meet industry standards to
provide safe, effective coaching—whether in-person or online.

CEUs aren't just bureaucratic checkboxes; they are an opportunity for professional growth, helping you:

Keep up-to-date with exercise science and client management strategies

Expand your skill set with specialized certifications and knowledge

Build your online coaching credibility by demonstrating ongoing commitment

Meet legal and liability requirements linked to certification renewal

online ceu courses

Ignoring or delaying CEU requirements can lead to lapses in certification, resulting in lost credibility and potential
client trust issues.

Understanding Renewal Cycles: NASM, ACE, and AFAA
Each certifying organization structures certification renewal a bit differently. It is essential to know your renewal
cycle so you can plan your CEU acquisitions and avoid last-minute scrambles or expired certifications.

Certifying Body Renewal Cycle Required CEUs Typical Certificate Processing Time Renewal Portal NASM 2 years 2.0
CEUs (20 contact hours) Immediate to 1 week (depending on course provider) NASM Renewal Portal ACE 2 years
20 ACE credits (equivalent to 2.0 CEUs) Immediate to a few days ACE Renewal Portal AFAA Annual (1 year) 0.3
CEUs (3 contact hours) Immediate to 2 weeks AFAA Renewal Portal

Key takeaway: NASM and ACE operate on a 2-year cycle which means you need to accumulate CEUs over that
window, while AFAA requires annual renewal with fewer CEUs but on a tighter timeline. Make sure you know your
deadline and plan accordingly.

What Counts as a CEU (and What Doesn’t)?
Almost every trainer has heard the phrase “just get your credits done,” but blindly signing up for any “CEU course”
can backfire if it doesn’t meet your certifying body’s guidelines. Here's exactly what to consider:

Approved Course Providers

You must ensure your CEU courses are offered by providers approved by your certifying body. For example:
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NASM: Has a pre-approved list of continuing education providers and courses that award NASM CEUs.

ACE: Provides a directory of approved providers and courses that meet their standards.

AFAA: Requires courses to be recognized or sponsored by AFAA or approved educational partners.

If you take a course from a provider not recognized by your certifying body, the CEUs may be rejected during
renewal. Before purchasing, always double-check the provider’s approval status on your certifying body’s
official renewal portal. I cannot stress enough how frustrating it is to hear trainers assuming a course “counts”
without verifying—please don’t make this rookie mistake.

Course Format and CEU Applicability

CEUs can be earned through various formats, but it’s critical to confirm which formats qualify for your certifying
body, especially in the online coaching world where self-paced and digital content reign supreme.

Self-paced courses: Most NASM and ACE-approved courses are available online and self-paced, allowing
you to work on your schedule. These courses typically deliver a certificate in PDF format immediately or within
days. Save these PDFs permanently—never rely on screenshots.

Live webinars or seminars: Some CEUs require live attendance or interaction to qualify.

Non-educational activities: Networking events, promotional webinars, or non-approved fitness fairs
typically do NOT count as CEUs.

Specializations vs general CEUs: Some courses focus on niches like corrective exercise or nutrition and
count toward specializations. Make sure they also count toward your general CE requirements.

Certificate Delivery: PDF vs Screenshot

Once you complete a course, the provider will issue a certificate often as a PDF. This document is your official proof
of CEU completion and must be submitted or uploaded as part of your renewal package.

Why it matters:

PDF certificates usually include important details: course title, date, CEUs earned, provider name, and approval
number.



Certifying bodies require proof matching their documented criteria—screenshots often have low quality,
incomplete info, and are not acceptable.

Always store these certificates in a dedicated folder (I have a “CEU” folder on both cloud storage and locally).
Losing these PDFs can cause renewal delays or re-taking courses.

Approval Status and Provider Eligibility: A Critical Step
Before purchasing or enrolling in any CEU course, visit your certifying body's renewal portal to verify approval
details. Most renewal portals offer searchable databases or provider lists:

NASM Renewal Portal

ACE Renewal Portal

AFAA Renewal Portal

Use these tools to:

1. Confirm the provider is recognized by your certifying body.

2. Check if the specific course is pre-approved and how many CEUs it offers.

3. Verify if the course’s delivery format qualifies (e.g., self-paced online courses are accepted).

4. Note the typical processing and certificate issuance timeline.

This step will save you significant time, money, and frustration. Also, keep in mind processing times—some
providers issue certificates instantly, but others may take days or even weeks. Plan your renewal timeline
accordingly to avoid last-minute panic.

Practical Tips for Renewal Planning When Coaching Online
As an online coach, your schedule may be flexible, but balancing CEU requirements with client coaching requires
strategy:

1. Map Out Your Renewal Timeline

Check your certification expiration date and count backward the processing times for certificate delivery and
application submission. For example, if you are renewing NASM certification and your expiration is December 31,
target finishing courses by November to allow certificate receipt and submission buffer.

2. Prioritize Self-Paced Courses That Fit Your Focus

Self-paced courses provide the ultimate flexibility for online coaches juggling clients across time zones. Use the
renewal portals to find approved self-paced options that resonate with your coaching niche (e.g., corrective
exercise, nutrition fundamentals for online clients, behavioral coaching techniques).

3. Maintain a Digital “CEU” Folder With PDFs

Immediately after finishing a course, download and save the certificate PDF in your dedicated “CEU” folder (both
local and cloud backups). Avoid screenshots which are low-quality and might be rejected.

4. Verify Course Approval BEFORE Purchase



Always, always vet the course approval status. This prevents costly wasted investments. Use the renewal portal
search tools to double-check if the exact course and provider are accepted.

5. Keep Track of CEUs Earned vs Required

Certification Required CEUs per Cycle CEUs Completed CEUs Remaining NASM 2.0 1.2 0.8 ACE 2.0 0.5 1.5 AFAA
0.3 annually 0.1 0.2

Maintain a spreadsheet or digital tracker with CEUs completed, dates, providers, and certificate locations.

Common CEU Pitfalls to Avoid
Assuming a course counts without checking approval status: This is the #1 mistake leading to disallowed
CEUs.

Waiting until the last minute to complete CEUs: Certificate processing and portal submission can take time;
avoid tight deadlines.

Keeping only screenshot copies of certificates: Cannot be accepted; secure official PDF certificates.

Ignoring specific renewal cycle timelines: Know if your certification requires annual or biennial renewal.

Overlooking format acceptance for online coaching: Confirm self-paced online courses are eligible for
your certifying body.

Conclusion
Choosing CEUs as an online coach involves thoughtful renewal planning, careful provider and course selection, and
organized documentation management. Whether you hold certifications from NASM, ACE, or AFAA, leveraging
their renewal portals to confirm CEU approval and timelines will empower you to maintain your credential
seamlessly.

Focus on self-paced courses that fit your schedule, save official PDF certificates diligently, and plan your CEU
activities well in advance around your renewal cycle. This strategic approach will keep you ahead professionally,
allowing you to focus on what you do best—helping clients reach their fitness goals online.
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