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Discuss the challenges facing young structural engineers 
today. How does your involvement with your SEA and/or 
NCSEA contribute to address these challenges? 

My name is Christopher Smith and I am a young professional and structural engineer with Allen & 
Hoshall of Memphis, Tennessee. I would like to begin by discussing my personal perception of how a 
graduate can transition over time into a successful and fulfilled career upon beginning to practice, and 
how my involvement is hopefully allowing other local engineers to continue on their journey as well. 

Dr. Kurt Swensson’s 2008 presentation on his perspective, as a design professional, of the Steel Design 
Specification painted a clear picture of what the end-goal looks like for a young engineer transitioning 
throughout his or her early career into a productive engineering asset to the public as well as our clients. 
As a young professional, the bar is personally high to say the least for having the knowledge to be able 
to follow Dr. Swensson’s wisdom of “do it once, do it correctly, issue it once, issue it at the right time,” 
to quote parenthetically. That presentation was the eye-opening experience for my judgement of 
where I am and what I still have left to gain in professional knowledge, for achieving those goals on a 
given project. This is particularly challenging in the high-seismic region of Memphis, Tennessee and the 
scope of projects that I have been grateful to have been a part of. 

I have found that the college education that I have received has been excellent at equipping me with the 
ability to learn and understand engineering principals and techniques to be explored after graduating, of 
which I consider a necessity for growing in my profession. With this base knowledge, the new engineer 
must take it upon him- or herself to seek out and understand no only the appropriate way to design 
special concrete shear wall boundary elements or buckling restrained braced frames for instance, but 
how to effectively apply these concepts in practice for the benefit of the public and our clients. This 
involves being able to navigate these concepts through the filters of not only safety, but economy and 
speed as well, in order to deliver what in the end is the best structural solution. 

A key part of the challenge for a young engineer in exploring post-graduation topics is knowing who and 
where to turn to for guidance, as well as what resources are available for your benefit. I am very 
grateful to have the opportunity to work with my mentors, Mr. Joseph Lampert and Mr. Michael 
Sheridan, and to open my mind and ears whenever they felt the need speak on any of the complexities 
of the projects that we have worked on. Mr. Lampert’s knowledge of seismic design inspired me to 
prepare for and pass the NCEES 16-hour Structural exam. Mr. Sheridan’s knowledge of an array of 
engineering and business principals has been both tremendously helpful in leading my career forward 
and humbling in illustrating the amount of the unknown still before me after being out of school for 
eight years. He has also played a key role in encouraging me to join and be on the Board of Directors for 
the Tennessee Structural Engineers Association – West Region. My experience has gone further to 
evolve my perception into the recognition that the full scope of the discipline combined with continued 
modernizing of design processes (code changes for example) will always leave me and fellow engineers 
with the need to seek out guidance in how we practice. 
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My fellow directors and I have renewed our focus over the last two years to make quality tailored 
technical presenters available for our Members at the WTNSEA. We began to realize that there was a 
deeper component lacking with commercial suppliers discussing new advances in their structural 
products to our group. While these speakers were providing information that was useful to us as 
engineers to be aware of, we as the board of directors felt that the information that they were providing 
to our engineering community was not sufficient enough in the scope of what is important for us to be 
familiar with for the overall design challenges in our community. 
 
This February, we organized for Robert Pekelnicky to join us in Memphis and provide a day seminar on 
ASCE 41-13 Seismic Evaluation & Retrofit of Existing Buildings. This was in recognition of the amount of 
existing unreinforced masonry structures that we have in the area. He was very helpful for our 
members in understanding many aspects of the code. This included the origins of ASCE 31/41, 
methodologies used in developing the code, the code’s overall organization and very detailed examples 
of addressing specific seismic system challenges. Our structural engineering community recognized the 
value of this presentation and turned out in very well numbers to participate. Prior to that, in March of 
2017 we organized a regional seismic hazard mapping workshop with Mr. Kevin Moore of Simpson 
Gumpertz & Heger. This was to provide local engineers with the opportunity to share opinions with the 
Project 17 committee in regard to five design-related topics that were being considered. For each of 
these events, the NCSEA was also very supportive in helping us to advertise to the community by placing 
it on the calendar of the national website. 
 
In closing, I would like to offer my sincerest appreciation to the NCSEA and the NCSEA Young Member 
Group Support Committee for supporting my growth in my engineering career. It has been a joy to have 
the resources and people available to continue to be developing to the best of my ability, of which I 
recognize and appreciate as an essential part of doing what I love better. 
 
Sincerely, 
Christopher Smith, PE, SE, LEED AP BD+C 


