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Perception problem dogs engineering

URING COLLEGE-BOUND STUDENTS into engineering

has never been more difficult. From an attractiveness

standpoint, engineering enjoyed brief life during In-

ternet’s early years, but has since returned to the more con-

servative realm that encourages only math and science

geeks. Since 1990, the number of
bachelor’s degrees in engineering
has dropped 8%. More disturbing is
a 20% decline in math degrees
(Link 1).The reason for these de-
clines is twofold, according to Ge-
offrey Orsak, School of Engineering
dean at SMU (Southern Methodist
University): One is that high-school
students often shun science and
math; most avoid taking them in
college if they can. The other prob-
lem is image, and we can do some-
thing to improve it, contends Orsak,
who is the antithesis of the engi-
neering stereotype that, fairly or
unfairly, has long tarnished the pro-
fession’s image.

“Most believe it’s one of the
toughest majors, and so we are
competing over a very small group
of kids. But clearly engineering has
an image problem even more than
the perception that it’s a challeng-
ing discipline,” he says. That salaries
for new engineers are among the
highest compared with other pro-
fessions doesn’t seem to matter.
“People see it as a bridge career
from lower working class to a mid-
dle-class career. Once you reach that
level, you want to go beyond it into
law, medicine, and business leader-
ship,” he says.

That idea surprises me. I always
admired people with a strong apti-
tude for math and science, probably
because the two were not my strong
suits. My civil-engineer uncle built
interstates for 39 years, and I admire
him. As a 19-year-old, his formida-
ble math skills and intestinal forti-
tude landed him in the navigator’s
seat of a B-24 during World War II
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and in an Rensselaer Polytechnic
Institute classroom after that on the
GI Bill. My 17-year-old son just
aced the SAT II test in math. What
does he want to be? A lawyer.

The decline in US engineers has
become more noticeable because
developing economies in countries
such as China are cranking out new
ones at four to six times the rate in
the United States. And strong

Jack Welch is a chemical engineer.
Jimmy Carter is a nuclear engineer.
Yasir Arafat was a civil engineer
(Link 2). “If a doctor develops a
new surgical technique, we cele-
brate it. We don’t do that in engi-
neering. I could name 10 famous
doctors, but I could not name 10 fa-
mous engineers,” says Orsak. That’s
why SMU has partnered with Texas
Instruments to develop the Infini-
ty Program, which attempts to dis-
pel the myths and stereotypes that
plague engineering in high-school
classrooms (Link 3). The program
trains high-school math and sci-
ence teachers to make engineering
fun, cool, interesting, and accessible
to broader range of prospects.
That the numbers of new engi-
neers hasn’t changed for decades in-

WE CAN'T LOWER THE ACADEMIC BAR, SO WE HAVE
TO INSTEAD SPRUCE UP ENGINEERING'S IMAGE.

growth in retirements as the engi-
neering workforce ages will com-
pound the problem. More than half
of the engineers in the United States
are older than 40, says the NSB re-
port.

What can the United States do
about this problem? Clearly, we
can’t lower the academic bar, so we
have to instead spruce up engineer-
ing’s image. “We have to celebrate
our people. As long as we continue
to view engineering as about widg-
ets and not about people, we will
have a perception problem,” says
Orsak. Engineering needs highly
visible heroes, just as the business
world has Michael Dell and Bill
Gates. Such heroes motivate stu-
dents to take a similar path. But en-
gineering has plenty of Dells and
Gates. The problem is that they gen-
erally don’t seek recognition, ex-
cept, perhaps, from peers. There are
plenty of successful engineers, but
they either labored in obscurity or
took another path. Former Gener-
al Electric Chief Executive Officer

dicates the magnitude of the prob-
lem. And what we do now to
convince more high-school stu-
dents to choose engineering won’t
pay off in national competitiveness
for a decade. Currently, approxi-
mately 65,000 engineers a year
graduate from US schools, says Or-
sak. “It’s never been over 100,000
and never below 50,000 for the past
30 years. But many more kids go to
college today, and we thought a ris-
ing tide would lift all boats.”C

Do you have an engineering hero?
Write me at john.dodge@
reedbusiness.com.
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