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Brian J. Post 

Discuss the challenges facing young structural engineers today. How does your involvement within 

your SEA member organization and/or NCSEA contribute to address these challenges? 

With structures being built taller, faster, and more efficiently than ever before, young structural 

engineers today face a variety of challenges and demands. Although the use of technology has increased 

productivity greatly, the amount of information an engineer must retain continues to grow. The 

transition from school to practice can be overwhelming, while the intense study requirements for 

licensure are a looming reality. Local chapters of SEA, as well as NCSEA, can provide engineers with 

resources to ease these challenges, as well as a forum to learn from each other and from the structural 

engineering community at large.    

The transition from college to full-time employment is a challenge that all engineers face early in their 

careers. Applying the concepts learned in the classroom to real-life situations can be difficult. Similarly, 

the ability to use judgment to evaluate a proposed solution can be tricky for an engineer with little 

experience. For example, an engineer may receive a phone call from a client asking if it is possible to 

remove a wall from a building without compromising its structural integrity. While an experienced 

engineer may immediately have a reasonable sense of whether or not this is feasible, a new engineer 

would likely not have the confidence to provide a quick answer without running a comprehensive 

analysis. While practical experience and a solid academic background are the ingredients for success, 

the patience it takes to reach that point can be a struggle. Sharing these concerns with others at similar 

stages in their careers through local SEA chapters can ease anxiety and help engineers stay on track to 

accomplish their goals.   

Another challenge is the current state of collaboration between engineers, architects, and contractors, 

which has changed considerably in recent years with the increased use of Building Information 

Technology (BIM). With BIM, an overwhelming amount of information can be stored in a single three-

dimensional model that is shared between various contractors and consultants. Many young engineers 

today may not have been introduced to three-dimensional modeling programs in school. The use of BIM 

for coordination and the creation of drawings encompasses much more than simply drafting a set of 

plans and details. Sloppy modeling and short-term fixes using such dynamic programs can lead to many 

issues later in the project. With the addition of BIM modeling to the everyday tasks of a structural 

engineer, many young engineers must quickly become proficient in this skill, which is only accomplished 

through independent practice or an external course. Finding the right course is easier when engineers 

have access to the networks associated with NCSEA and local SEA chapters.  

Although the fundamentals of structural analysis learned in school are timeless, the application of these 

principles to design is constantly changing. The method of calculating the stresses in a steel or concrete 

beam is the same today as it was fifty years ago, but determining the capacity of that beam, and even 

the design loads, is quite different. Building and design codes are becoming larger and more complex 

with each new edition. For instance, the procedures for calculating wind and seismic loads have become 

more refined as knowledge about wind patterns and the behavior of buildings during earthquakes has 

improved. Likewise, as testing has revealed more about materials over time, the empirical equations 
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used in design codes have also evolved. Staying informed on the current codes is a major responsibility 

of all engineers. To make matters more confusing, young engineers who work on renovations or 

evaluations of old buildings must not only have a strong grasp of current codes, but a general 

understanding of the changes over the years. 

With all of the pressures of a new job in the early stages of a career, local SEA organizations have proven 

to be a source of guidance and support. Participation in NCSEA and local SEA chapters is an excellent 

way to gain exposure to the profession outside the workplace. Local chapters provide a forum to meet 

other structural engineers in the area, share stories about projects, and gain insight. NCSEA resources 

not only come in the form of advice from other, more experienced engineers, but activities that foster 

knowledge and growth, such as technical seminars, conferences, and site visits. The combination of 

training events with informal networking sessions can create diverse opportunities for growth. 

Coinciding with the increased amount of knowledge required of engineers is the shift in recent years 

from the PE exam to the SE exam as the means to becoming licensed. Unlike the 8-hour PE exam, which 

covers civil engineering in a broader format, the SE exam is a two-day, 16-hour exam that focuses 

exclusively on structural engineering, but with more in-depth questions. While many in the industry 

agree that this is a more accurate way to measure competency in the structural engineering profession, 

the demands of studying for this exam are far more intense. The relevant building and design codes 

must be known inside and out, which requires dedicating a serious amount of time to reading and going 

over practice problems. While passing this exam must be incredibly rewarding, the journey to reach that 

goal can be quite daunting.   

To assist with the demands of preparing for the SE exam, local SEA chapters create opportunities to talk 

with other engineers who are either in the process of studying or have already passed the exam. These 

can be informal conversations at social gatherings, or more organized information sessions outlining the 

application process and steps for effective studying. Furthermore, a collective group of young engineers 

taking the exam at the same time can form study groups, share review materials, or enroll in 

preparatory courses together.  

The key ingredients to becoming a successful structural engineer are education and experience. 

Adjusting to full-time employment and developing into a skilled professional is a challenge that all young 

engineers must face and is eased only with firsthand exposure to the industry. The camaraderie and 

networking opportunities offered by NCSEA and local SEA chapters make this process less intimidating, 

and create a more fulfilling experience for those working to establish their careers as structural 

engineers.   

 

 




