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Dear Parent or Caregiver,
 
At SHPE, we understand the pivotal role parents play in students attending 
college. Parents and support systems who have not previously earned 
a degree may feel limited in their efforts to help their children navigate 
pathways for education. 

When we began this work, we knew there were other parent involvement 
programs, yet they did not incorporate the needs of Latino families. Most 
importantly, they did not incorporate their assets – the strengths that drive 
students and families to continue working towards a shared goal. 

Our goal at SHPE is to provide meaningful, culturally appropriate ways to help 
narrow the information gap and level the playing field for college access and 
persistence.  

We are honored to share your family’s journey, and we are committed to 
seeing you thrive. This guide will serve as your personal ally as you and your 
family navigate the path to plan college education. 
 
- The Equipando Padres Team

We also send a sincere thank you to our founding partners.

WELCOME TO

1



ABOUT EQUIPANDO PADRES

Purpose 

At SHPE, we know parents play a pivotal role in the success of their children 
while attending college. The Equipando Padres program is designed to fill 
the available parent programming gap by incorporating aspects critical 
to Hispanic culture and addressing specific challenges of pursuing an 
engineering career. As a result, padres and familias are positioned to be 
integral contributors to their student’s success! 

Objectives 

This Equipando Padres workbook was created to serve as a guide to support 
your child as you navigate a college setting. Use this workbook to outline your 
ideas, write down any questions or any best practices, and take notes for 
yourself to revisit while you support your child’s success.  

What is your biggest dream for your child?  
What hopes do you have for their future?
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CONNECTCONNECT
WITH USWITH US

@SHPENational

Equipando Padres 
Website

Equipando Padres 
Facebook Group

Equipando Padres 
WhatsApp Group

Equipando Padres 
YouTube Page

@SHPENational @SHPENational

@SHPE

If you have any questions, please contact us at: 
 

padres@shpe.org
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OUR PROGRAMS

ScholarSHPE 

Scholarshpe@shpe.org

MentorSHPE 

Mentorshpe@shpe.org

InternSHPE 

Internshpe@shpe.org

Other Resources

Career Services .......................................................  careercenter@shpe.org

Chapters ............................................................................ chapters@shpe.org 

Membership ..............................................................  membership@shpe.org 

Mercado ............................................................................ mercado@shpe.org

All Other Inquiries ...................................................  shpenational@shpe.org
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Visit www.equipandopadres.org to access all tools and videos

UNDERSTANDING YOUR UNDERSTANDING YOUR 
UNIVERSITY AND AN UNIVERSITY AND AN 
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YOU WILL LEARN:YOU WILL LEARN:

The significance of emotional support in 
children’s pursuit of engineering degrees 
and its positive impact on their well-being 
and academic success.

The importance of instrumental support, 
how it can enhance children’s ability to 
navigate the challenges of higher education 
and engineering studies.

The university structure, enabling you 
to better guide your child through their 
academic journey in the field of engineering.



9

LESSON 1 IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

What is Emotional Support? 

Emotional support is the basis of your role as a parent in your child’s college 
journey. While you may not be able to provide instrumental support in the form 
of academic guidance or navigating the intricacies of college life directly, your 
emotional support is a unique and vital contribution. It’s not about coddling 
or shielding your children from the realities of life, but rather about being a 
steadfast source of understanding, empathy, and encouragement.

Your emotional support is a beacon of strength that assures your children they 
are not alone in their academic pursuits and personal challenges. It sends 
a powerful message that you’re there to walk alongside them, offering a 
comforting presence as they chart their own path.

In the absence of firsthand college experience, your emotional support 
becomes an invaluable asset. It can bridge the gap between the unfamiliarity 
of higher education and your children’s aspirations. You might not be able 
to solve complex math problems or explain engineering concepts, but your 
role in offering emotional stability and a safe space for discussion cannot be 
overstated.

Understanding and empathizing with their challenges, whether it’s 
a demanding workload, homesickness, or the pressure to perform, 
is a fundamental aspect of your emotional support. You can provide 
a listening ear, offer a reassuring hug, or just be present to validate 
their experiences. It’s in these ways that your children find comfort, 
knowing that their parents are a constant source of emotional 
sustenance.

Your encouragement serves as motivation, nudging them forward 
when they encounter obstacles. A simple “I believe in you” or “You’re 
capable of overcoming this” can ignite the spark of determination 
within them. Your unwavering belief in their abilities bolsters their 
self-confidence and reminds them of their potential.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Your role in emotional support extends to reinforcing the values and 
ethics that guide their actions. This moral compass you provide, 
emphasizing integrity and ethical behavior, helps your children make 
sound decisions even when faced with difficult choices. 

Your cultural guidance, preserving their heritage and personal values, 
creates a strong sense of identity amid the diverse landscape of 
college life.
 

Your emotional support is a powerful foundation that empowers your children 
to navigate the complex journey of higher education. It is a vital contribution 
to their success, providing them with the emotional stability, confidence, and 
resilience needed to thrive in the face of academic and personal challenges. 
Your unwavering presence as a source of understanding, empathy, and 
encouragement is a precious gift that will help them soar to new heights in 
their college journey.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Guiding through Academic Pressures and Personal Struggles 

College life is indeed a challenging journey, marked by the constant presence 
of academic pressures and personal struggles. These trials can at times seem 
like turbulent waters, threatening to engulf your children. In these moments, 
your role as a source of unwavering emotional support becomes a steady 
hand guiding them through the storm.

Academic Pressures: College academics can be intense, with a 
relentless stream of coursework, exams, and deadlines. As parents 
who might not have experienced these exact pressures, your support 
is no less valuable. It begins with active listening, creating a space 
for your children to express their academic concerns and anxieties. 
Your willingness to hear them out, even when you don’t have all 
the answers, provides them with a sense of reassurance. It lets 
them know that they have someone in their corner, willing to lend a 
sympathetic ear.

Personal Struggles: Beyond the academic realm, college life 
often comes with a host of personal challenges. Adapting to a 
new environment, coping with homesickness, and dealing with 
relationship issues can be just as daunting as the coursework. 
Your role here is to be a constant source of emotional support. Be 
empathetic and understanding of their emotions, joys, and struggles. 
Your presence as a trusted confidant offers a refuge where they can 
find solace.

Words of Encouragement: The power of your words should not be 
underestimated. Even though you may not be able to assist with every 
academic problem, your encouragement can serve as a motivating 
force. Simple phrases like “I believe in you” or “You’re more than 
capable of handling this” can inject a sense of confidence and 
motivation into your children. Your belief in their abilities becomes 
a beacon of light that helps them navigate through the darkest of 
academic and personal storms.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

By being that supportive presence, you provide your children with the 
emotional strength and stability they need to endure the trials of college 
life. Your support underscores the message that they don’t have to face 
these challenges alone. It instills the confidence and determination 
required to confront academic pressures and personal struggles head-
on. Your role is not to provide all the answers but to empower them to 
confront these challenges with resilience and the knowledge that they 
have the unwavering support of their parents.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Motivation and Encouragement 

One of the most powerful tools you possess as parents is the ability to motivate 
and encourage your children on their college journey. Your words can serve as 
a source of inspiration and guidance, igniting the flames of ambition within them. 
In this aspect of your support, you play a pivotal role in shaping their mindset 
and fostering their self-belief.

Reminding of Abilities: Your children, in their pursuit of higher education 
and academic excellence, may occasionally doubt their own abilities. 
Truth is – in engineering, EVERYONE doubts if they are capable at one 
point or another.  For your child, it may happen early, it may happen 
often, or it may not happen until they are a lot closer to earning their 
degree.  In such moments of uncertainty, your role is to remind them of 
their potential. Share with them instances from their past where they 
showcased remarkable skills, resilience, or determination. Point out 
the achievements they’ve already earned and the obstacles they’ve 
conquered. By reflecting on their own accomplishments, your children 
can gain the confidence to tackle new challenges.

Encouraging Academic Excellence: College life often demands 
unwavering dedication to academic pursuits. Here, your words 
of encouragement can be particularly motivating. Reinforce the 
importance of striving for excellence and embracing a growth mindset. 
Encourage them to seek help when needed, engage in discussions, 
and take the initiative to explore their areas of interest. By fostering an 
environment of continuous learning and improvement, you empower 
them to excel in their studies.

Pursuing Dreams: Beyond academics, college is a time for personal 
growth and exploration. Encourage your children to pursue 
their dreams, whether they are related to their academic major, 
extracurricular activities, or future career goals. Share stories of 
individuals who have achieved their dreams through dedication and 
perseverance. Remind them that their aspirations are attainable and 
that, with hard work, they can turn their dreams into reality.



14

Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Your role in motivating and encouraging your children is being their biggest 
cheerleaders. Your belief in their capabilities, your reminders of their past 
successes, and your unwavering support in their pursuit of academic 
excellence and personal dreams can shape their self-image and drive. Your 
words serve as a constant reminder that they have the potential and the 
resilience to overcome obstacles and excel in the college environment. Your 
role is not just as parents but as inspirational guides who help light the path to 
success in their educational journey.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Reinforcing Values, Ethics, and Culture 

As parents, your role in supporting your children’s college journey goes beyond 
academics. You hold the power to reinforce and remind your children of the 
invaluable aspects of the Latino cultural values, ethics, and heritage. These 
values act as guiding stars, illuminating the path for your college-bound children 
as they navigate the challenges and opportunities of earning an engineering 
degree.

Values and Ethics: In the rich tapestry of the Hispanic cultural heritage, 
values like family, community, and respect hold a significant place. 
You play a vital role in reinforcing these values and ethics, serving as 
beacons for your children as they enter the college environment. Be 
sure to stress the importance of maintaining integrity, responsibility, and 
ethical behavior, echoing the teachings that have been passed down 
through generations. These values, rooted in the fabric of your Hispanic 
heritage, will guide your children in making ethical decisions, ensuring 
they stand strong in the face of moral dilemmas. Your role as their 
ethical mentors helps them navigate the intricate journey of college life 
with a solid foundation of moral character.

Cultural Preservation: Embracing your Hispanic heritage while 
navigating the college experience is a unique and enriching challenge. 
Encourage your children to cherish and preserve their cultural roots, 
allowing it to be a source of pride and strength. Share stories and 
experiences that highlight the beauty and significance of your cultural 
background. This balance between cultural preservation and embracing 
new experiences allows your children to thrive in a multicultural 
environment while remaining grounded in their identity. By preserving 
their cultural heritage and personal values, they not only enrich their 
own sense of self but also make a positive impact on the diverse college 
community.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Your influence as parents extends to nurturing and preserving the very 
essence of your culture and values. 

By embedding these principles in your children’s hearts and minds, you 
empower them to uphold their integrity and create a harmonious blend of their 
cultural heritage and the ever-changing college experience. This unique blend 
enriches their college journey, fostering a deeper appreciation for diversity 
and the strength that comes from embracing one’s roots.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Stress Reduction 

In the journey towards earning an engineering degree, the stresses of college 
life can be particularly demanding. For parents who may not have experienced 
the intricacies of higher education themselves, your role in creating a nurturing 
and stress-reduced home environment takes on added significance.

Encourage Open Communication: Establishing a culture of open 
communication is a fundamental pillar in reducing stress. Encourage 
your children to express their thoughts and feelings without hesitation. 
Let them know that home is a judgment-free space where they can 
share their triumphs, frustrations, and worries. This open dialogue not 
only builds trust but also ensures that your children never feel isolated 
in their challenges. Your attentive listening provides a lifeline they can 
always reach for.

Provide a Safe and Supportive Space: Home should be a sanctuary 
where your children can relax, recharge, and find solace from the 
pressures of academia. Recognize their individual needs; some may 
seek quiet solitude to study, while others might crave family interaction 
for comfort. Tailor the home environment to accommodate these 
preferences. Whether it’s a cozy corner for focused study, a welcoming 
area for family conversations, or simply a space instilled with warmth 
and understanding, ensure your home is a refuge from external 
pressures.

In this stress-reduced home environment, you become the steady anchor, 
offering comfort to your children as they navigate the challenges of college 
life. By fostering open communication and providing unwavering support, you 
empower them to confront academic and personal challenges with resilience. 
Your role is not just about providing solutions but also about creating a space 
where they can find solace, strength, and the courage to excel in their pursuit of 
an engineering degree.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Fostering Health and Well-being 

Recognizing the unique challenges faced by first-generation college students, 
such as achievement guilt, family pressures, and impostor syndrome, is 
the foundation for fostering their health and well-being. These challenges 
can often manifest as lower GPAs and taking longer to graduate. To provide 
effective support, it’s crucial to understand and address these hurdles.

Understanding the Challenges: As parents, it’s essential to acknowledge the 
unique pressures your children face as first-generation college students. The 
weight of being the first in the family to pursue higher education can be both a 
source of pride and a tremendous responsibility. 

Achievement Guilt: This profound sense of responsibility arises from 
the belief that their success carries the aspirations and dreams 
of their entire family. They feel a heavy burden on their shoulders, 
believing that they must not only succeed for themselves but also 
for the sake of their family’s future. This self-imposed pressure can 
be incredibly overwhelming, as the fear of letting down their loved 
ones or falling short of their expectations can be paralyzing. It’s not 
just about their individual journey; it’s about the collective hopes and 
dreams invested in them.

Family Pressures: Family support is invaluable, but it can also add its 
own set of pressures, even if well-intentioned. The desire for their 
children’s success often stems from love and concern, but it can 
inadvertently become a source of stress. Expectations, while coming 
from a place of care, can sometimes lead to a sense of obligation and 
performance anxiety. These pressures to excel academically and 
succeed in life, while understandable, can contribute to the already 
existing burden of achievement guilt. Navigating the fine line between 
family support and undue pressure can be a delicate task for first-
generation students.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Impostor Syndrome: Impostor syndrome is another common struggle 
that many first-generation-to-college students experience. It’s the 
persistent fear of being exposed as a fraud, despite achieving success. 
They may doubt their own abilities and believe that they don’t truly 
belong in the academic environment. This self-doubt can lead to self-
sabotage, procrastination, and a reluctance to seek help when needed. 
Impostor syndrome can hinder academic performance and, in turn, 
affect graduation timelines.

These challenges, deeply intertwined with the experience of first-generation 
college students, can indeed have tangible effects on academic performance 
and graduation timelines. Understanding these emotional and psychological 
hurdles is the first step in offering meaningful support. By recognizing the 
burdens of achievement guilt, family pressures, and impostor syndrome, parents 
can play a vital role in alleviating these emotional strains and empowering their 
children to overcome these challenges with resilience and determination.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Promoting a Balanced and Healthy Lifestyle: In supporting your 
children’s well-being, it’s essential to encourage a balanced and healthy 
lifestyle. This includes not only academic success but also physical and 
mental health. Promote regular exercise, a nutritious diet, and sufficient 
rest as essential components of maintaining physical health. Engaging 
in these activities helps reduce stress and boosts overall well-being.

Addressing Mental Well-being: Addressing your children’s mental 
well-being is of paramount importance, especially within many Latino 
households where discussions about mental health can be considered 
taboo or stigmatized. It’s essential to keep a watchful eye for signs of 
stress, anxiety, or depression and to create an open, non-judgmental 
atmosphere where your children feel comfortable discussing their 
emotions. The stigma surrounding mental health can be a significant 
barrier to seeking support, but your understanding and empathetic 
approach can gradually break down these barriers. Encourage them to 
seek assistance from counselors or mental health professionals when 
needed, reassuring them that seeking help is a sign of strength, not 
weakness. In many Latino families, concerns about confidentiality and 
potential judgment may exist when it comes to seeking mental health 
care, so it’s vital to convey that taking care of their mental well-being 
is a positive and courageous step. Your understanding and support 
play a pivotal role in helping your children navigate these challenges 
effectively.

By recognizing and addressing the unique 
challenges of first-generation college 
students and promoting a holistic approach 
to well-being, you provide a strong 
foundation for their success. Your role as 
parents, offering emotional support and 
understanding, empowers your children to 
navigate these hurdles with resilience and 
emerge from the college experience not 
only with a degree but also with a sense of 
well-being and self-assurance.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Celebrating Milestones 

It’s vital to highlight the profound importance of celebrating academic 
milestones, irrespective of their size. These celebrations serve as powerful 
motivators, offering your children a tangible sense of achievement that propels 
them forward. Recognizing and appreciating your children’s relentless efforts 
and remarkable achievements is a fundamental part of their college journey.

Significance of Celebrations: Celebrations are more than just events; 
they are acknowledgments of dedication and progress. In the pursuit of 
an engineering degree, students often face demanding coursework and 
rigorous challenges. Acknowledging their achievements, no matter how 
small, reinforces the idea that every step forward is worth recognizing. 
This can instill a sense of motivation and purpose, encouraging them to 
continue their academic journey with enthusiasm.

Motivational Impact: Celebrations are not merely superficial; they 
have a profound impact on motivation. When your children’s hard work 
and accomplishments are celebrated, it reinforces the idea that their 
efforts are valued, and their goals are attainable. It’s a reminder that 
perseverance pays off. These moments of celebration can reignite their 
determination, even during challenging times.

Recognition of Efforts: Recognizing your children’s efforts and 
achievements communicates that you see and appreciate their hard 
work. This recognition can boost their self-esteem and confidence, 
giving them the assurance that they are on the right path. Feeling 
appreciated and valued provides them with crucial emotional support, 
helping them navigate the ups and downs of academic challenges.

Incorporating a culture of celebrating milestones, whether it’s completing 
a challenging project, achieving a good grade, or reaching any significant 
academic goal, can be a source of continuous inspiration. By doing so, you not 
only nurture motivation but also create a supportive environment that reinforces 
the importance of their academic journey. Your recognition and appreciation, in 
this context, become the fuel that propels your children toward their engineering 
degree with resilience and a profound sense of achievement.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Transition to Independence 

Guiding your children toward independence is a vital part of their college 
journey, particularly for Latino parents supporting aspiring engineers. Teach 
them crucial life skills such as budgeting, cooking, and time management, 
which extend beyond academics and prepare them for adulthood. This 
preparation equips them with self-reliance, ensuring they can confidently 
navigate the challenges of adulthood and foster their overall growth, both as 
students and as individuals, while embracing their distinct cultural identity.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

What is Instrumental Support? 

Instrumental support is a pivotal aspect of a parent’s role in their child’s college 
journey. It encompasses the practical assistance and guidance parents provide 
to help their children overcome logistical, financial, and academic challenges 
they may encounter during their college experience. This form of support is 
about equipping students with the tools, resources, and problem-solving skills 
necessary to navigate the complex terrain of higher education. From aiding in 
housing and transportation arrangements to offering solutions to academic or 
personal hurdles, instrumental support ensures that students have access to 
the essential resources and are better equipped to achieve their academic and 
career goals. In this section, we will explore various dimensions of instrumental 
support and how it can be a lifeline for college-bound students and their parents.

Navigating the College System: Parents play a pivotal role in instrumental 
support by assisting their college-bound children in navigating the 
complexities of the higher education system. This includes aiding in 
finding suitable and affordable housing, exploring transportation options, 
and managing meal plans effectively. Parents can also offer guidance on 
accessing essential resources like textbooks, academic supplies, and 
local amenities, ensuring that their children have access to basic needs. 
By providing insights into budget-friendly living arrangements, public 
transportation, and smart meal planning, parents empower their children 
to make informed decisions that align with their financial resources, all 
while easing their transition into college life.

Problem Solving: Parents’ readiness to offer practical solutions 
and advice when their children encounter academic or personal 
challenges, especially while dealing with a tight budget, is a vital aspect 
of instrumental support. Encouraging open communication and joint 
problem-solving empowers students to tackle obstacles. Latino parents 
can emphasize resourcefulness and resilience, instilling a problem-
solving mindset in their children. This might involve helping students 
find affordable or secondhand textbooks, navigate online resources for 
academic assistance, or offering time-management tips to optimize their 
schedules while juggling classes and part-time jobs.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Connecting to Resources: Parents play a pivotal role in instrumental 
support by assisting their college-bound children in navigating the 
complexities of the higher education system. This includes aiding 
in finding suitable and affordable housing, exploring transportation 
options, and managing meal plans effectively. Parents can also offer 
guidance on accessing essential resources like textbooks, academic 
supplies, and local amenities, ensuring that their children have 
access to basic needs. By providing insights into budget-friendly living 
arrangements, public transportation, and smart meal planning, parents 
empower their children to make informed decisions that align with their 
financial resources, all while easing their transition into college life.

Setting Academic and Career Goals: Parents can assist their children 
in setting achievable academic and career goals by providing guidance 
and support, even in the face of potential financial constraints. 
This involves helping students explore suitable courses, plan their 
academic trajectories, and discover viable career pathways. Beyond 
academic advice, parents can encourage their children to participate 
in extracurricular activities, internships, or research projects that align 
with their engineering aspirations. By fostering open discussions about 
realistic goals and academic paths, parents significantly contribute 
to their children’s success and self-assured pursuit of engineering 
degrees.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

Navigating Financial Challenges with Prudent Guidance 

Discussing potential financial challenges and whether parents can provide 
financial support is essential. Encouraging their children to explore scholarships, 
grants, and financial aid options becomes a significant source of financial 
assistance. Parents can provide guidance on navigating the complex financial 
aid process, understanding eligibility criteria, and seeking available resources 
for financial relief. This can include helping students apply for scholarships 
specifically aimed at supporting Hispanic students pursuing engineering degrees 
or exploring work-study opportunities on campus to alleviate financial burdens.
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Lesson 1: IMPORTANCE OF PARENT SUPPORT IN COLLEGE

In summary, it’s crucial to recognize that instrumental support serves as not 
only a potent means of guiding your children through their college journey 
but also a transformative tool for parents. You may feel that you don’t know 
how to provide instrumental support.  That’s why this program, Equipando 
Padres, was created – to help you be better able to provide instrumental 
support to your child.  It aims to bridge the gap for parents who may have 
limited personal experience with higher education, especially in the field of 
engineering. Its primary goal is to equip parents with the instrumental support 
and knowledge they need to better assist their children on their path to 
engineering degrees. By providing parents with practical skills, guidance, and 
encouragement, they become invaluable partners in their children’s pursuit of 
engineering degrees and a brighter future.
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Lesson 2: UNDERSTANDING THE UNIVERSITY STRUCTURE 

LESSON 2 UNDERSTANDING THE UNIVERSITY STRUCTURE

Academic Departments and Colleges 

A university is structured hierarchically to streamline administration and 
education delivery. At the top of this hierarchical structure, you’ll find the 
university’s leadership, including prominent figures such as the president and 
provost. These leaders are responsible for shaping the institution’s overall 
direction, making strategic decisions, and overseeing its academic and 
administrative functions.

Below the university’s top leaders, the next level is comprised of colleges.  
Colleges are the way the university organizes the things they teach and the 
degrees they offer.  Colleges group together similar areas of study, facilitating 
collaboration and resource-sharing among faculty and students with shared 
academic interests. 

For instance, within a university, you may come across the College of 
Engineering, which serves as the academic home for a multitude of 
engineering disciplines, including but not limited to civil, mechanical, 
biomedical, chemical, and electrical engineering. Each college is under the 
guidance of a Dean, who is the top leader of that part of the university.  The 
Deans from across campus work together as a team to support the president 
and provost.  They are responsible for making sure that the interests and 
needs of that college are addressed and considered by the university’s top 
leadership.

As a parent, guiding your student through the intricacies of university life and 
helping them choose the right educational path is crucial. This section aims 
to provide you with insights into university structures, including how they are 
organized, and the roles various departments and colleges play in shaping 
your child’s academic journey.  
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Lesson 2: UNDERSTANDING THE UNIVERSITY STRUCTURE 

Within these colleges, the organizing unit is academic departments. 
Departments are specialized units that house specific majors or disciplines. 
Think of them as the academic “homes” for students pursuing degrees in 
a particular field. For instance, consider the “Department of Aerospace 
and Mechanical Engineering.” If you’re pursuing a bachelor’s degree in 
mechanical engineering or aerospace engineering, you will likely find yourself 
within this department. It’s common for students from various majors within 
the same department to share some classes, as there is often overlap in the 
foundational coursework among related disciplines. This shared experience 
within departments can lead to close-knit academic communities and greater 
opportunities for collaboration among students.

UNIVERSITY SYSTEM

Figure 1 General University Structure

CAMPUS B CAMPUS CCAMPUS A

DEPARTMENT 
OF MECHANICAL 

ENGINEERING

DEPARTMENT 
OF CHEMICAL 
ENGINEERING

DEPARTMENT 
OF INDUSTRIAL 
ENGINEERING

DEPARTMENT 
OF ELECTRICAL 
ENGINEERING

COLLEGE OF ARTS COLLEGE OF ENGINEERING COLLEGE OF SCIENCES



29

Lesson 2: UNDERSTANDING THE UNIVERSITY STRUCTURE 

Degree Programs 

Engineering students are offered a diverse range of degree programs that cater 
to their individual interests and career aspirations. These degree programs 
provide a flexible framework within which students can customize their 
educational experience to align with what they want to do in their career. Within 
these programs, students can delve deeper into their chosen field by selecting 
specialized areas of study known as specializations.

Specializations are like branches stemming from the broader tree of an 
engineering discipline. They allow students to focus on specific subfields or 
applications within their chosen discipline. Let’s take biomedical engineering as 
an example. Within the biomedical engineering degree program, students can 
choose from various specializations such as biomechanics, biomaterials, or even 
medical device manufacturing.
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Lesson 2: UNDERSTANDING THE UNIVERSITY STRUCTURE 

Biomechanics: This specialization focuses on the mechanics of 
biological systems, helping students understand how forces and 
movements interact within the human body. It’s particularly relevant for 
those interested in designing prosthetics, optimizing sports equipment, 
or improving medical devices.

Biomaterials: Biomaterials specialists explore the development and 
application of materials that interact with biological systems. This 
might include designing biocompatible materials for implants, tissue 
engineering, or drug delivery systems.

Medical Device Manufacturing: If students have a keen interest in the 
manufacturing aspect, this specialization equips them with the skills and 
knowledge needed to design and produce medical devices. This could 
involve creating cutting-edge diagnostic equipment or surgical tools.

The great thing about specializations is that they enable students to fine-tune 
their education to match their unique career goals. In our biomedical example, 
if they want to work in a research lab, develop life-saving medical devices, 
or optimize mechanical systems, these specializations offer the focused 
knowledge and skill sets required to excel in their chosen area of expertise.

The ability to specialize can also make graduates more competitive in the job 
market. Employers value candidates with specialized knowledge and expertise, 
as it demonstrates a deeper commitment to their field and a capacity to address 
specific industry needs. Therefore, students have the freedom to not only 
choose their preferred degree program but also to customize it further to pave 
their path towards a successful engineering career.

In addition to having an area of specialization, students may also pursue a minor 
in a related field. A minor is a secondary area of study beyond their college 
major and typically requires 16-30 credits to earn.  Some common minors that 
engineering students pursue include mathematics or computer science. For 
example, depending on the required major courses for a degree, a student may 
only need a course or two more in mathematics to get a math minor.
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Course Catalog 

Browsing through the course catalog might appear intimidating, especially for 
engineering students faced with many course options. However, universities are 
aware of this challenge, and they strive to make the process as manageable as 
possible.

Structured Plan of Study: Most engineering programs offer a structured 
plan of study. This plan serves as a roadmap that outlines the sequence 
of courses students should take to progress smoothly towards 
their degree. These plans are meticulously designed to ensure that 
students acquire the fundamental knowledge required for their chosen 
engineering discipline. These plans are in place to help students stay 
on track and meet their educational goals efficiently. Students should 
understand from their first day of classes at their university how this 
structured plan impacts their overall academic schedule and time to 
complete the degree.

Adherence to Accreditation Standards: One significant reason for the 
structured nature of engineering programs is the need to comply with 
accreditation standards, such as those set by the Accreditation Board 
for Engineering and Technology (ABET). ABET accreditation ensures 
that engineering programs maintain high educational quality and meet 
industry expectations. As a result, universities align their curricula with 
ABET requirements to ensure their students receive an education that is 
recognized and respected worldwide.

With a simple search online, you can find out 
whether the university is ABET accredited or 
not. Follow the QR code for more information:  
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Let’s delve into the various types of courses your student will encounter:
 

Prerequisites: These are foundational courses that lay the 
groundwork for more advanced engineering courses. Prerequisites 
typically include subjects like calculus (comprising multiple levels), 
physics, and sometimes chemistry. These subjects serve as the 
building blocks for a wide range of engineering concepts and must be 
mastered before progressing to more advanced coursework. Besides 
mastering the coursework, these courses must be completed before 
the student can continue. 

General Education: Beyond science and mathematics prerequisites, 
engineering students also engage in general education courses 
encompassing English, humanities, and social studies. While these 
subjects might not seem related to engineering, they contribute to the 
development of well-rounded individuals with strong communication 
and critical thinking skills.

Core Engineering Courses: Most engineering colleges define a set 
of fundamental engineering courses that all types of engineering 
disciplines require their students to take.  These common courses 
ensure that the different majors have a shared basic understanding 
to facilitate cross-disciplinary communication. Examples include 
electrical fundamentals, statics, dynamics, materials science, 
statistics, and engineering economics. 

Departmental Core Courses: Each engineering discipline maintains 
a set of core courses that are specific to that field. For instance, a 
biomedical engineering student might study biomechanics, device 
manufacturing, and biomedical materials. These core courses delve 
deep into the fundamental principles and applications within the 
chosen discipline.
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Electives: Elective courses offer students the opportunity to tailor their 
education to match their interests and career aspirations. For instance, 
an electrical and computer engineering student interested in medical 
device manufacturing can select a relevant elective from the biomedical 
engineering department. These electives empower students to explore 
specialized areas within their field and develop unique expertise. The 
department may have rules around what is allowable as an elective 
course such as a certain number needing to be within the department, 
the courses being from a preselected set of courses, or the courses 
being upper division courses. 

In summary, the course catalog might initially appear overwhelming, but 
students can find comfort in knowing that universities provide structured plans 
of study, adhere to accreditation standards, and offer a variety of course types 
to enrich their educational experience. This structured approach helps students 
navigate their educational journey efficiently and ensures they acquire the 
well-rounded knowledge and specialized skills required to excel in their chosen 
engineering field.
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Advising Services 

Academic advisors are invaluable partners in the educational journey of 
engineering students, offering a wealth of guidance and support as they 
navigate the intricacies of their chosen programs. Their role is like what a 
guidance counselor did for your child in high school. Here is an in-depth 
exploration of their role:

Guiding the Path: Academic advisors serve as educational compasses, 
directing students along the often-complex path of university life. 
Within the world of engineering, where degree requirements can be 
particularly demanding, advisors are crucial in helping students chart a 
course that leads to successful graduation.

Clarifying Degree Requirements: Engineering programs come with 
specific and sometimes intricate degree requirements. Academic 
advisors work closely with students to ensure they comprehend these 
requirements. They help students understand which courses are 
essential for graduation and the sequence in which they should be 
taken. By doing so, advisors ensure that students are not only meeting 
their degree requirements but also making efficient progress toward 
graduation.

Navigating Deadlines: Academic life comes with numerous deadlines, 
from registration schedules to application dates for scholarships or 
internships. Academic advisors ensure students are well-informed 
about these deadlines, helping them avoid pitfalls like late registration 
or missed opportunities.

Offering Career Insights: Advisors often have a deep understanding 
of the engineering job market and can provide career guidance. They 
may offer insights into internship opportunities, co-op programs, 
and networking events that can enhance students’ resumes and 
employability. Moreover, they can help students identify which 
specializations or electives align with their career aspirations.
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Providing a Listening Ear: The academic journey can be challenging, 
and students might face academic, personal, or emotional hurdles. 
Advisors are trained to provide support and a listening ear, helping 
students navigate not only their coursework but also their broader 
university experience.

Enhancing Academic Success: Advisors can recommend various 
strategies for academic success, including time management, study 
techniques, and resource utilization. They can connect students with 
on-campus resources such as tutoring centers or academic workshops.

Setting Goals and Monitoring Progress: Advisors work with students 
to set both short-term and long-term academic and career goals. They 
monitor students’ progress and offer adjustments when necessary, 
ensuring that each student is on the right track.

Building Relationships: Advisors often develop close relationships with 
their advisees. They get to know each student’s strengths, weaknesses, 
interests, and aspirations, allowing them to provide highly personalized 
guidance.

Ensuring University Policies and Procedures: Navigating the 
bureaucratic aspects of university life can be challenging. Advisors are 
well-versed in university policies and procedures and help students 
follow them to avoid issues related to registration, grading, financial aid, 
and more.

In summary, academic advisors are integral to the success of engineering 
students. They serve as mentors, guides, and support systems throughout the 
academic journey. Their expertise, experience, and dedication ensure that 
students not only meet their academic requirements but also grow and flourish 
in their chosen field of engineering. These dedicated professionals play a vital 
role in helping students achieve their educational and career aspirations.
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Credit Hours and Course Load 

Credit Hours and Course Load constitute fundamental components of an 
engineering student’s academic journey, and understanding their significance is 
essential for academic success.

Credit Hours Defined: Credit hours serve as the standardized measure of the 
time and effort students are expected to dedicate to a course. They encompass 
both in-class instruction and out-of-class work, providing a comprehensive view 
of the commitment required for each course.

Typically, a course worth a specific number of credit hours corresponds to a 
predetermined allocation of time. For instance, when a course is designated as 
three credit hours, this implies that students should spend approximately three 
hours per week in a structured classroom or instructional setting. Additionally, 
they are expected to devote an additional six hours or more per week to 
independent study, assignments, and assessments outside of the classroom.

The calculation of credit hours is a meticulous process that takes into 
consideration several key factors:

Contact Hours: Credit hours encompass contact hours, which refer to 
the time students spend in formal instructional settings. This includes 
attending lectures, participating in discussions, conducting laboratory 
work, or engaging in other instructor-guided learning activities. The 
number of contact hours varies based on the credit hours assigned to a 
course.

Out-of-Class Work: Equally significant, credit hours account for the 
time spent on out-of-class work. This encompasses the effort students 
dedicate to homework assignments, readings, research, projects, and 
independent study. On average, students are expected to allocate 
roughly two hours of out-of-class work for each credit hour associated 
with the course.
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Course Duration: The total credit hours for a course are distributed 
proportionally across the duration of the academic term, which typically 
consists of a standard 15-week semester or a 10-week quarter. The 
allocation is calculated according to the overall time commitment 
required to successfully complete the course. For example, a three-
credit-hour course implies approximately nine hours per week of 
combined in-class and out-of-class work.

Assignment of Credit Hours: The assignment of credit hours is a 
decision made by academic institutions, departments, or faculties. 
It takes into account factors such as the complexity of the course 
material, expected learning outcomes, the nature of the subject matter, 
and any external accreditation requirements. This process ensures that 
students receive appropriate recognition for the effort and engagement 
required to master the course.



38

Lesson 2: UNDERSTANDING THE UNIVERSITY STRUCTURE 

The purpose of this credit hour system is to provide students with a clear 
understanding of the expected time commitment for each course they enroll 
in. By quantifying both in-class and out-of-class components, it helps students 
make informed decisions about their academic workload, plan their schedules 
effectively, and maintain a balanced educational experience.

Accumulating Credit Hours: To earn a bachelor’s degree in engineering, 
students must amass a specific number of credit hours. On average, 
this number hovers around 120 credit hours. However, the exact credit 
hour requirement can vary depending on the university, the engineering 
discipline, and other factors. Consequently, it’s imperative for students 
to be aware of their program’s unique credit hour requirements.

Duration of Study: The number of credit hours required impacts the 
duration of a student’s academic journey. Completing 120 credit hours 
in four years typically implies a course load of around 15 credit hours 
per semester. This load equates to approximately three to five courses 
each semester. However, some engineering programs may necessitate 
additional credit hours, possibly extending the time needed to graduate. 
As a result, many engineering students complete their degrees in four to 
six years, adjusting their course loads accordingly.

Balancing Course Load: Achieving a balanced course load is crucial 
to a student’s overall well-being and academic performance. While a 
heavier course load may accelerate graduation, it can also be more 
stressful and may impact a student’s ability to excel in individual 
courses. On the other hand, a lighter load can reduce stress but 
may prolong the time to graduation. Engineering students often find 
themselves seeking a balance that aligns with their academic strengths, 
personal commitments, and career aspirations.

Exploring Coursework: Credit hours encompass a wide range of 
coursework, including prerequisites, core engineering courses, general 
education classes, and electives. Understanding this diversity is vital 
for planning an academic path that matches one’s career goals and 
interests.
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Academic Support: Engineering programs often offer academic support 
services to help students manage their course loads. These services 
may include academic advisors who guide students in selecting 
appropriate courses and academic resources like tutoring centers to 
provide assistance with challenging subjects.

Staying on Track: It’s essential for students to stay vigilant about their 
course load and credit hour requirements. By planning their schedules 
strategically, engineering students can maintain steady progress toward 
their degree, ensuring they meet all prerequisites, core requirements, 
and elective courses.

Flexibility and Considerations: It’s also worth noting that students may 
need to adjust their course load based on their personal circumstances, 
such as part-time work, internships, or family commitments. Some 
students may opt for summer or winter sessions to complete additional 
coursework, while others might reduce their course load to alleviate 
stress.

In conclusion, credit hours and course load are pivotal elements in an 
engineering student’s academic journey. Proper understanding and 
management of these aspects can impact the overall quality of the educational 
experience and help students successfully navigate the challenges of an 
engineering program. Students should work closely with academic advisors to 
tailor their course loads and credit hour requirements to match their individual 
aspirations and capabilities.
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Navigating the Academic Calendar 

The academic calendar of a university is a well-structured framework that 
organizes the academic year into distinct periods, facilitating the management 
of courses, breaks, and notable events. It typically comprises of two primary 
semesters: Fall and Spring. Some universities operate under a quarterly 
schedule, four split sessions throughout the academic year.  In a quarter 
system, the quarters are often referred to as Fall, Winter, Spring. Both semester 
and quarter-based campuses will also likely offer courses during the summer 
and the typically two-week time between semesters or quarters (called 
intersessions).  Understanding the academic calendar is crucial for students 
as it guides their study and life commitments. Here is a closer look at what the 
academic calendar entails:

Fall and Spring Semesters: The academic year is divided into Fall and 
Spring semesters. These semesters are the primary periods during 
which students take their courses. The Fall semester typically begins 
in late August or early September and continues until December. The 
Spring semester commences in January and concludes around May.

National Holidays and Breaks: The academic calendar acknowledges 
national holidays, providing students with days off from their academic 
commitments. This often includes holidays such as Labor Day, 
Thanksgiving, Martin Luther King, Jr. Day, Independence Day, Veterans 
Day, and Memorial Day. Additionally, students may have extended 
breaks during the summer and winter, when they are not enrolled in 
regular courses.

Registration Deadlines: A critical component of the academic calendar 
is the registration period. During this time, students register for their 
courses for the upcoming semester. Early registration usually occurs 
well in advance of the start of the semester. It allows students to secure 
their preferred courses. Missing the early registration deadline may limit 
course selection, but students can often enroll in courses during the 
first weeks of the semester.
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Drop/Add Periods: The academic calendar includes a “drop/add” period 
at the beginning of each semester. This period is crucial for making 
changes to a student’s schedule. Students can add or drop courses 
without it appearing on their academic record, and they may receive a 
full or partial refund for any dropped courses during this time.

Course Withdrawals: Sometimes, students may find that a particular 
course is more challenging than expected, and they might consider 
withdrawing from the course to avoid a failing grade. The academic 
calendar also marks deadlines for course withdrawals, which typically 
occur later in the semester. Withdrawing from a course usually means 
that students will not receive a refund for that course, and a “W” 
may appear on their transcript. Each university has specific policies 
regarding course withdrawals, including the maximum number of 
withdrawals allowed.

Understanding the academic calendar and its associated dates is crucial for 
effective academic planning. It helps students ensure they enroll in the courses 
they need, take advantage of add/drop periods, and make informed decisions 
regarding withdrawals. By staying mindful of the academic calendar, students 
can maximize their academic experience and successfully navigate the 
requirements of their degree programs.

Academic 
Calendars

Fall and Spring Semesters

National Holidays & Breaks

Registration Deadlines

Drop/Add Period

Course Withdrawals

M O N T H
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Classroom and Lab Facilities 

University classroom and laboratory facilities are the heart of hands-on learning 
in engineering programs. These environments allow students to apply the 
theoretical knowledge gained in lectures to practical experiments and projects. 
In engineering, this hands-on experience is invaluable, as it fosters problem-
solving skills, critical thinking, and a deeper understanding of complex concepts. 
From building prototypes to conducting experiments, these spaces are where 
students learn to turn theory into real-world applications.
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Faculty and Research Opportunities 

Research opportunities are pivotal in the academic journey of engineering 
students. They provide a chance to delve into real-world problems, develop 
critical thinking skills, and gain hands-on experience. Research opportunities 
vary across institutions, with some universities, particularly “Research 1” 
institutions, offering extensive research options. Professors and faculty 
members play a dual role as educators and researchers. Those actively involved 
in research are often on the lookout for students interested in participating. 
Engaging in research can be a steppingstone for students aspiring to pursue 
graduate studies or seeking valuable research experience in their field. 
Additionally, some undergraduate programs provide financial support for 
students involved in research, making it an accessible and enriching aspect of 
their education.

FERPA (Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act) 

The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) is a federal law that 
empowers students and parents with rights and responsibilities regarding 
educational records. FERPA signifies a critical transition in a student’s academic 
journey, highlighting the principles of privacy and independence. When a 
student turns 18 years old or enrolls in a postsecondary institution, the rights 
and responsibilities under FERPA are transferred from the parents to the 
student, referred to as an “eligible student.”

This transition signifies that the student is now an adult, with the legal right to 
privacy and control over their educational records. It is a significant change 
for both students and parents, emphasizing trust and open communication 
in the evolving parent-student relationship. While parents may have been 
actively involved in their child’s education before college, FERPA places the 
responsibility on the student to determine what information to share with their 
parents.
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Navigating this change may present challenges as parents adapt to their 
evolving role. However, it is crucial to maintain trust and open communication, 
recognizing and respecting the student’s growing independence. Parents should 
convey their support and willingness to engage in discussions about their child’s 
educational progress. Simultaneously, students are encouraged to exercise 
their rights responsibly and consider sharing important information with their 
parents, fostering a balanced approach to the parent-student relationship during 
this transformative period.

FERPA confers the following key rights and responsibilities upon eligible 
students:

Right to Access: FERPA grants eligible students the right to access and 
scrutinize their educational records. This access offers valuable insight 
into a student’s academic progress, allowing students to stay informed 
about their educational journey.

Right to Request Changes: If any inaccuracies or discrepancies are 
uncovered within the educational records, eligible students have the 
prerogative to request corrections. This provision ensures that the data 
contained in the records accurately reflects the student’s educational 
history.

Right to Control Who Sees the Records: FERPA acts as a sentinel, 
protecting educational records from unauthorized access. It guarantees 
that records are shared only with individuals who possess a legitimate 
educational interest, preserving the privacy and confidentiality of 
student information.

Right to Keep Things Private: One of the core principles upheld 
by FERPA is the maintenance of the confidentiality and privacy of 
educational records. FERPA restricts access to this information without 
a valid and substantiated reason, thus maintaining the sanctity of 
student and family privacy.
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FERPA plays an indispensable role in the educational landscape, fostering trust 
in the responsible handling of students’ educational information. It ensures 
that the privacy of families is respected, that data accuracy is meticulously 
preserved, and provides a structured mechanism for addressing any concerns 
or discrepancies pertaining to educational records. Understanding FERPA’s 
pivotal role is of paramount importance for both parents and students, as it 
underscores the principles of privacy and data integrity within the educational 
sphere.
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