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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? 

Open Google News and type “Millennials” into the search bar. You are likely to see headlines you have 
seen many times before. “Millennials Killing the Housing Market”, “Why Aren’t Millennials Having 
Children”, “Toys R Us Blames Millennials Lack of Children for Bankruptcy”. We’ve all seen headlines like 
these. 

Before I graduated from college, I knew that my career path to structural engineering did not have the 
most family friendly reputation for women. Fellow female students would actually say to me, “You know 
engineering is hard right? How will you have a family?” *Insert displeased emoji* #Millennial 
#IsThisRealLife.  

Before I even entered the industry, I was predisposed to the understanding that you cannot have both a 
family and a fulfilling career. However, regardless of the industry reputation, I was going to find a way to 
have both because not only was I passionate for structural engineering, but I passionately wanted 
children. 

According to the Center for Disease Control, 2016 was the first time ever recorded that more women in 
their 30’s were having children than younger moms. According to the US Census Bureau, in 1975 95% of 
mothers had their first child by 30. In 2010, that number is now 75%. Another fun fact many of us know, 
pregnant women over the age of 35 are considered “high-risk” pregnancies. Women are waiting longer 
to have children only to run a higher risk of miscarriage or birth defects. Why are we doing this to 
ourselves and our children? Are we waiting to get settled in our careers before having children at the 
cost of our health? 

On the first day of my first job as a structural engineering intern, my mentor gave me a strong message. 
Take the PE and SE exams before you have children because you cannot do both… and he was a dad 
with a stay at home wife. I’ll never forget the sinking feeling of realizing that if this brilliant engineer 
with a strong home support system felt overwhelmed, how was I supposed to be the main caregiver to 
my children, obtain licensure, and have a fulfilling and successful career? Was I supposed to wait 4, or 
maybe more, years to get my exams over before starting a family? Is it not possible to have kids early in 
your career and attain licensure?  

After some soul searching, I devised a plan to achieve both licensure and a family. I found a state that 
would let me take the PE exam early. With only one and half years of engineering experience, I 
contacted the State of Nevada Board of Professional Engineers and Land Surveyors, and booked a flight 
to Las Vegas, Nevada. After 9 months of early morning study sessions and a lot of determination, I 
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passed the PE exam, and soon after became pregnant with our first child. When I returned home from 
the exam, I was surprised to find that some of my peers felt as if I had made my own rules by finding a 
place to take the exam early. I just did not understand the industry culture. Why was this so out of the 
question? The experience and training requirements had not changed - only the timeline.  

After telling my story to members of the Oklahoma Structural Engineers Association (OSEA) and NCSEA 
Committee members, my message was heard. OSEA began lobbying our legislatures to allow engineers 
to be able take the exam early in Oklahoma. It made me so proud to see our accomplished and 
seasoned engineers standing up for the next generation, and encouraging them to have both families 
and a career. 

This is not an issue that is only faced by women. I know that many men in our industry, especially young 
engineers, feel the obligation to demonstrate dedication to their career over family, by working late 
nights and weekends. This leaves the young engineer not only at risk for burn-out, but also feeling the 
guilt of leaving their spouse to handle most of the child rearing responsibilities. This, in turn, can affect 
their personal lives and relationships, leaving them feeling frustrated, discouraged and unfulfilled. The 
key to success is finding your own standard of balance between our lives inside and outside of the office, 
and finding a company that actively supports your standard of balance. 

When I was an intern, the OSEA Central Chapter Young Members Group hosted a round table event 
called “Women in Engineering and the Balancing Act”. This event lit a fire for me as I realized many 
female engineers do not have role models to learn how to navigate this world of working mom. As the 
current OSEA Central Chapter Vice President, I actively try to engage young engineers, especially 
engineer interns, both male and female, in conversations of defining their own standard of balance, and 
finding the way to achieving their career and family goals. My hope is to communicate that although 
being both a structural engineer and a parent may not be easy, it is achievable, and more importantly, it 
is worth it.  

 


