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Robert,
 Just read your article in Informed Infrastructure. Totally 

agree with your opinion and recipe for guiding youngsters into 
engineering careers.  

Here’s a hidden gem you may not know about: Rensselaer 
Polytechnic Institute (RPI) Alumni Hall of Fame (www.rpi.edu/
about/alumni).

 My alma mater takes recognition of accomplished engi-
neers and scientists very seriously, and I’m glad they do.  

 
My best regards, 
 
Peter J. Vanderzee
President and CEO
LifeSpan Technologies

Peter,
"anks so much for that 

link—great stu#.
We have a timeline on the 

wall here at Valpo that has pics 
and brief bios of past grads.

I love that stu#.
 
Robert Schickel
Editor-In-Residence
Informed Infrastructure
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Throughout my career, I 
have been asked count-
less times about what 
exactly I do as a civil 
engineer. Some people 
ask just to be polite, but 
most legitimately didn’t 
know what a civil engineer 
does. It seems that we, as 
engineers, have not done 
as good a job promoting 
our !eld of expertise as 
other professions. Most 
people know what doctors 

do, even when doctors are described as 
specialists. So I considered it part of my 
job to educate folks about what we do, 
and I tried my best to include as many 
engineering disciplines as I could. 

"roughout history, engineers have 
been recognized as leaders in society. 
"ere are so many names in history from 
Archimedes to Edison to Roebling to 
Kahn and others. "ese days, it seems 
many of the notable engineers are build-
ing corporations rather than facilities. 
Certainly, we need these types of engi-
neers, but more of us are going to build 
things and fewer will build companies. 

How to Better Educate the Masses
I recently had an amazing experience at 

a local elementary school. Several college 
of engineering students and faculty were 
invited to work (play) with kindergarten, 
!rst- and second-grade students and 
help them !gure out what engineers can 
do. We created paper bridges, toothpick 
and marshmallow towers, and balloon-
powered vehicles. "is was the perfect 
opportunity to start future engineers on 
the “right” path. 

A#erward, the young students asked 
questions. Surprisingly to me, some asked 
our college students what they wanted 
to be when they graduated. "ey heard 
answers such as “I want to design build-
ings” and “I want to make sure the water 
is clean enough to drink” and “I want to 
design a car that uses solar power.”

Some of these options are not taught 
well enough in our K-12 system. If chil-
dren don’t know what engineers do, they 
likely won’t want to be one. "ere are 
many resources to help educate children 
about engineering. A series called Crash 
Course Kids (bit.ly/424t3GU) is an 
example. But one-on-one opportunities 
like we had are probably the best way to 
start an interest in engineering, besides 
being the most fun.

As children grow up, we need to 
continue to foster their natural curios-
ity of learning how things work. Carla 
Bailo of ECOS Consulting says on the 
website EngineerGirl.org, “Everything 
you see, touch, smell and sense has the 
!ngerprint of an engineer. With an 
engineering degree, you can work on 
everything from spacecra# to textiles. 

Farms to urbans, technology and coding 
to refrigerators to medicine—the sky is 
the limit! Today, there is great emphasis 
on the role of engineers in developing 
new technologies for clean air quality, 
recycling, green materials and more. 
Engineers are needed more than ever for 
the breakthroughs we need to meet the 
climate challenge.” 

"ese messages should be upfront 
in our middle and high schools. Many 
school systems have introductory engi-
neering classes, and these classes have 
been an important in$uence on at least 
two of my grandchildren. My conclusion, 
based on a very small sampling, is that 
this works.

Share the Stories
Another important way to help 

people understand what engineers do 
is to tell personal stories of engi-
neering heroes you know or—prob-
ably more important—stories about 

yourself. "ere are numerous articles 
written about the need for engineering 
heroes, but I believe the stories you 
tell about your experiences will carry 
more weight. 

If you designed a bridge, and there 
are tens of thousands of people driving 
over that bridge every day, then you are 
a hero. If you created a more-e%cient 
method of providing clean water, then 
you are a hero. If you have invented a 
knee-joint replacement that will last 
longer, then you are a hero. 

As I tell my college students, there 
are thousands or possibly millions of 
people who will use your creations, 
and they will never know you are the 
one responsible. But you will know 
(and probably your kids, if you’re like 
me), and that is what’s important and 

should be part of the message we need 
to convey. 

Endless Demand
"ere are discussions about whether 

there’s a shortage of engineers, and that 
can vary by discipline based on supply and 
demand. But one thing is certain: there 
will always be a demand for engineers. It’s 
therefore important for us to educate folks 
about what we do and how we work for 
the bene!t of our society.

Every engineer is a potential hero, so 
tell everyone you know about our heroes. 
"e children you talk to and choose 
engineering will be grateful. "ose who 
choose another career will at least know 
what we do. 

Robert Schickel has more than 40 years of 
experience in the design of civil and transportation 
projects. Recently retired, he remains active as 
Adjunct Professor in Civil Engineering at his alma 
mater, Valparaiso University; email: rschickel@
v1-media.com.
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One thing is certain: there will always 
be a demand for engineers.
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The 350,000-ton-per-year mill significantly 
increases our production capacity, and 
expands our range of steel pipe & tubing. 
(Up to 14” squares and 18” rounds, 80-foot 
lengths, and 0.750” wall thickness!)

If you’re ready to migrate your orders to a  
supplier that covers the North American Continent  
with eight highly responsive locations, call The Moose.

Visit our website to learn more about our new Sinton Location... 
and while you’re there, locate your regional representative!
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