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What is your opinion about the public's perception of 
structural engineers? Provide suggestions for how 
structural engineers might increase recognition and 
general public awareness of the profession.

I was giving a career talk recently about structural engineering to a group of young girls who were part 
of a summer program for inner city youth in Milwaukee, called “Summit.” When I started my 
presentation by asking the girls if they knew what an engineer was, most of them had heard of 
engineering and could give a basic explanation describing what an engineer does. However, when I 
asked them if they knew about structural engineers, most had never heard of this particular field of 
engineering and the few that did were mixing up structural engineering roles with architectural roles. 
Since then, I started noticing more and more that other people who I interacted with had similar 
thoughts about structural engineers. Society, in general, may know the title “structural engineer,” but 
do not have an understanding of a structural engineer’s role. Since emphasis is often put on the 
architectural design or the construction of a structure, and the look of the building and the construction 
of the building are more visible to the public, the structural engineer’s role is often mixed up with that of 
an architect, a contractor or of other types of engineers. 

I believe that a good way to raise awareness of what a structural engineer does is to help expose more 
people to the field from a young age. For me, knowing about the field of structural engineering when I 
was younger had a big impact on my life. I was lucky enough to grow up in a family of structural 
engineers. My father, grandfather and many of my aunts and uncles studied structural engineering, and 
most went on to a well-rounded and fulfilling career in this field. As a young girl, when my family would 
visit Chicago, my father would always give us a “tour” of the city. He would point out different 
construction projects and different famous buildings throughout the city, and explain the background of 
the structures. Although I don’t think that at the time I appreciated these “tours” as much as I could 
have, I now realize that these “tours” gave me the background and exposure that I needed to know 
about structural engineers and the work that they do. In turn, this helped peak my interest in studying 
structural engineering and eventually led to me becoming a structural engineer. 

There are many youth who do not have family members or other people in their life who can introduce 
them to the field of structural engineering. This is the reason that I think professional engineers can be 
more involved in communicating what a structural engineer is to students starting at the high school 
level, or even younger. This would allow young people to know that this is a viable and rewarding career 
option for them. Being in the field and having experience working on projects, professional structural 
engineers know that structural engineering is a very dynamic and interesting field with much to offer. 
Our experience is something that can be shared with young people. By talking to them about the work 
we do as structural engineers, we can be instrumental in helping them discover that engineering is not 
just knowing math and crunching numbers, but it also involves creativity, problem solving and 
communication. 
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This can be accomplished by being more involved in career days and guest speaker appearances at 
schools or at after-school programs such as the program I mentioned previously, “Summit.” These types 
of interactions with students are good ways to give them a basic introduction to the field. Another way, 
which would allow for a more in depth exposure to the field, can be for structural engineers to 
participate in or start mentoring programs where students pair up with professional structural engineers 
over the course of several sessions to learn about the career and participate in a fun structural 
engineering related project. I believe that this gives the students a more personal experience of what 
structural engineering is because they work directly with an engineer and have more time for 
discussions and questions. To facilitate these types of involvement, it could be helpful for professional 
organizations such as NCSEA or the individual state member organizations to create resources for the 

presentations or programs especially physical tools that would allow students to better understand the 
work of structural engineers through hands on experiences. For example, SEA-Wisconsin is working on a 
small scale shake table that tests lego structures. The shake table is going to be made available to 
borrow for demonstration purposes such as presentations to student groups. I think that using these 
methods to demonstrate the work structural engineers do is a creative and entertaining way to spark 
interest in the minds of young potential engineers. 

 

Even if it ends up that these students that we deal with do not have an interest in a career as structural 
engineers, by exposing them to the field, they become more aware of the work of structural engineers 
and what goes into the design of the buildings they use everyday or the bridges over which they drive. In 
the end, we are still accomplishing the goal of spreading awareness of what a structural engineer is and 
the work that they perform. 


