
 

ust six years after obtaining her bachelor’s degree in civil 
engineering from Cornell University, Melissa Fickel, P.E., 
M.ASCE, has been chosen as a rising star at Parsons Corp.,  
the Centreville, Virginia-based, 16,000-

employee, multidisciplinary engineering firm. 
She was recently accepted into the firm’s early 
management acceleration program (EMAP), a 
highly competitive leadership training course for 
up-and-coming managers. “I believe this is be-
cause I have raised my hand for new work roles, 
completed voluntary management courses, and 
networked within my company,” Fickel says. 
But being a go-getter all her life has also taken 
its toll, and Fickel recently took some time off to 
address a stress-related illness. Now back and 
ready to roll, Fickel has learned key lessons on 
the necessity of balancing work and self-care.

What is EMAP and how did you 
become involved?
Its purpose is to prepare younger employ-
ees who have demonstrated high per-
formance for entering midlevel leader-
ship roles, to promote cross collaboration 
among departments, and to facilitate net-
working activities with executives in the 
company. As a younger engineer, I recog-
nize the importance of continuing to expand my technical 
skills. But at the same time, I think project management and 
leadership skills are really interesting.

So I applied with the idea of strengthening those bur-
geoning qualities within myself and also so I could network 
with other younger engineers from across the country [and] 
around the world.

Why were you interested in EMAP?
I’ve always been interested in leadership. Even in high 
school, I was voted into leadership positions in my ex-
tracurricular activities. In my senior year of college I was 
a board member of the student chapter of ASCE. I got to 
help shape the events that were held on campus for fellow 
civil engineering students. That gave me a great sense of 
accomplishment.

When I first started my career, I fell in love with technical 
design and could see myself doing it forever. I still feel that 
way, but some of the challenges I had earlier are not so chal-
lenging now. So stepping up to leadership is the next way for 
me to grow and continue to learn.

What are the advantages of an internal versus 
external leadership training program?
EMAP is specific to what I am interested in, which is being 
in mid- to upper-level management in an engineering firm. 
I have a coworker who went through a similar program for 
more experienced engineers last year, and and she said it bal-
anced learning your leadership style with doing workshops, 

role-playing, and problem-solving. You 
also learn more about Parsons, its business 
units, and the interplay between them. All 
of that appealed to me.

I could get an MBA [master of business 
administration] elsewhere, but after that, 
my classmates and I would likely scatter. 
This program gives me the opportunity 
to grow my connections. I have found net-
working at Parsons and at ASCE to be very 
important.

Why do you believe you  
were chosen for this highly 
competitive program?
Parsons has a set of online training courses, 
and there is a track called high-growth 
leadership, and I completed all those cours-
es. They included conflict management, 
problem-solving, and communications. So 
I nominated myself for EMAP and wrote 
essays for the nomination. Then my super-
visor was contacted and recommended me.

What are the chief skills—technical and 
nontechnical—that have helped in your  
career so far?
One technical skill that helped me get my foot in the door 
here was computer-aided drafting and modeling. As a trans-
portation engineer, those are two tools you use a lot. 

Also, when I first started working, I dove deep into design 
for compliance with the ADA [Americans with Disabilities 
Act]. Having that specialty has gotten me in some doors 
that I might not have had access to otherwise. For example, 
there was a client meeting recently to which I was invited 
because the project manager said, ‘If the client has any ques-
tions about ADA, we need Melissa there.’

One nontechnical skill that applies to any field is commu-
nications. I developed knowledge about when I should call 
someone versus when I should talk to them in person or when 
to send them an email or chat. And that depends on the type of 
message and the person I am trying to communicate with. 

Another that applies more specifically to engineering is 
documenting my work. When I first started, I would do cal-
culations on my trusty TI-84 calculator because that’s how I 
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did it in college. I didn’t need to show 
how I got the answer; I just needed to 
show the answer. So imagine my surprise 
when I completed my first assignment 
and my supervisor asked me how I got to 
that answer. I had to go back to my desk 
and work it out. 

Now I have Excel templates for the 
types of calculations that I generally do, 
and I can modify them. That way I can 
point to the formula I used and show 
them why one design will work or not.

What personal traits or 
characteristics do you believe 
have helped you succeed?
I’ve always loved solving puzzles. I had 
a puzzle game as a kid where you had to 
fit the pieces to the board, and I felt so 
accomplished the first time I achieved 
an expert level. And that is what engi-
neers do! 

And my natural curiosity has served 
me well. I love talking to coworkers 
on my team and on other projects and 
learning about their work. 

I’m passionate about making our 
transportation systems safer as well as 
more economical and sustainable to 
help improve people’s lives.

What role have mentors, 
advisers, or your network  
played in your career?
The functional manager and the senior 
project engineer I worked with on my 
first project were key mentors. I have 
vivid memories of saying, ‘I don’t yet 
know what this task entails,’ and they 
took me over to a big whiteboard on 
the wall and started sketching things 
out. At the end of the conversation, I 
understood it. I had a lot of questions, 
and it made a huge difference to know 
that I could go to them and they would 
take me seriously and do whatever they 
needed to help me understand.

I also have a mentor through ASCE’s 
Mentor Match. She is also in transpor-
tation, and she is where I want to be in 
two years. She has helped me see how to 
get there.  

How have you come to view 
work–life balance after you  
took some time off?
There are a lot of things I want to do, 
and when I started working, I would 

take on every opportunity I could get 
for the challenge and the learning op-
portunity. That worked until it didn’t. 
I burned out and had to take some time 
to get back on my feet, and now I am 
finding more balance. 

There are still a lot of things I want 
to do, but I realized I won’t have a career 
for thirty or forty years if I burn myself 
out. It can be hard to say no, but I found 
that it is okay to take a break and set 
boundaries.

And I do more fun things now. I vol-
unteer on the weekends at our local hu-
mane society. And I enjoy knitting; it 
is soothing. I love the sense of accom-
plishment when I learn a new stitch or 
pattern. 

And I’m studying for a project man-
agement certification—for fun!

What advice would you give  
to other young engineers?
Write everything down! The sooner you 
can get that down, the easier your work-
ing life will be. If you have to go back 
and ask managers to repeat themselves, 
that’s not respectful of their time.

Be curious and don’t be afraid to 
ask people what they are working on. 
That applies to people you work with 
and those you meet at events like those 
sponsored by ASCE. 

When you go to a presentation, talk 
with the speaker afterward, even if it’s 
just to say you appreciated one point. 
I learned from having done some pub-
lic speaking that the person on stage is 
probably nervous too, and even if all you 
say is that you liked what they had to 
say, they will remember that, and they’ll 
remember you.

Create your own opportunities. Ask 
to work in new roles based on your 
experiences.

And especially as a young engineer, 
be open to feedback. You’re not going 
to get it right every time, and when 
someone gives you feedback on how to 
improve your performance, you can run 
with it and get better—or not. There is 
really only one avenue that is going to 
help you.� —Laurie A. Shuster

Are you a younger member who has recently 
taken the next step in your career? We’d like 
to hear from you. Email cemag@asce.org us-
ing the subject line “Next Step.”                                
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