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Best of Both Worlds
By Jennifer Po! Cooper

Construction management - or engineering? A Virginia 
Tech program exposes students to both disciplines.

In the construction industry, there is 
a divide between design and building, 
VT student ambassador Jacob Brown 
contends. The Construction and 
Engineering Management (CEM) degree 
at Virginia Tech “walks the line,” allowing 
students to obtain education and real-
world experience in both.

The major is designed for students 
who wish to pursue a management or 
engineering career in the construction 
industry. It is part of the Myers-Lawson 
School of Construction (MLSoC), along 

with the Building Construction major 
(established in 1946). CEM is newer, 
born in 2008 as part of the vision for 
the MLSoC, which was formed in 2006. 

The curriculum incorporates courses 
from engineering, building construction, 
and business, according to Sharon 
Williams, advisor in the CEM program. 
CEM has several hallmarks. One is that 
an industry board helps lead the 
curriculum. Recently, for example, the 
board felt that more technology such as 
drones should be part of the curriculum, 
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CONSTRUCTION … CONSTRUCTION … 
ITS MORE THAN JUST ITS MORE THAN JUST 
BUILDING SOMETHINGBUILDING SOMETHING
Typical Jobs
• Project Engineer
• Project Manager
• Superintendent
• Estimator
• Virtual Design Coordinator
• Business Development

Types of Employers
• General Contractor
• Design Build
• Specialty Contractors

- Heavy Civil Contractor
- Geotechnical Contractor

• Subcontractor
- Concrete
- Electrical
- Mechanical

• Engineering Firm
• Owner

(Source: CEM brochure at vt.edu)
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and the school was responsive by 
incorporating a robotics course the 
very next semester. 

Brian Kleiner, Director of the Myers-
Lawson School of Construction, said, 
“We take our relationship with the 
industry seriously.”  As a result, the 
curriculum is hands-on and relevant. 
Students apply theories learned in 
the classroom, such as estimating and 
scheduling a job. They even visit job 
sites as part of some classes.

Having two capstone classes 
GLƪHUHQWLDWHV�WKH�&(0�SURJUDP��
Students, working in teams, receive 
SODQV�DQG�VSHFLƬFDWLRQV�IRU�UHDO�
construction projects and must make 
decisions based on their knowledge. 
Then they compare their solutions 
to what actually happens in the end. 

There is not a typical CEM student, 
said Williams. Some students have 
become interested in construction 
through the family business or a summer 
job in high school. Some have no 
background whatsoever in construction 
and have heard the buzz about CEM 
through word of mouth or recruiting 
HƪRUWV��&(0�KDV�DURXQG�����VWXGHQWV��
according to Kleiner, calling that, 
“tremendous growth” from 20 in 
the early years. 

Jacob Brown
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Kleiner said the success of the 
construction industry, booming 
since about 2011, drives demand for 
professionals such as CEM graduates, 
ZKR�RƪHU�WKH�pSHUIHFW�FRPELQDWLRQq�
of technical engineering skills (CEM 
graduates can pursue a Professional 
Engineering license) and professional 
skills (such as management, leadership, 
and communication). 

Trends in the industry, what Kleiner 
called moving toward “Construction 
4.0” or “smart construction,” bode well 
for the CEM discipline. He pointed to 
technology-based advances such as 
using robotics and drones to perform 
potentially unsafe tasks, such as 
inspecting rooftops or trenches, 
without putting people at risk. 
Automation does not put workers 
out of jobs, he emphasized, but rather 
advances their skill sets and results 
in higher paying jobs. 

Tech’s CEM program is accredited 



18  W JUNE 2022 / vbFRONT.com

by ABET (Accreditation Board for 
Engineering and Technology) and is 
one of only a handful that meet two 
ABET accreditation commissions, 
one for management and one for 
construction engineering. 

Brown said that the biggest challenge 
in CEM is taking rigorous math and 
science courses while also assembling 
full proposals that are “worth putting 
your name on.”  The CEM program 
requires 131 credits for graduation, 
versus the general university’s 120.

On average, graduating seniors have 
ƬYH�WR�VHYHQ�IXOO�WLPH�MRE�RƪHUV��ZLWK�
DQ�DYHUDJH�VWDUWLQJ�VDODU\�RI����������
said Williams. There is a 100% job 
placement rate within three months 
of graduation, with the majority of 
students signing employment contracts 
during the fall of their senior years.

Beyond typical CEM jobs (see sidebar), 
Williams added that some students 
work “outside the box” in areas such 
as consulting or industrial sales. One 
graduate is working on monument 
restoration for a government agency, 
while another is employed by Disney 
World to help renovate hotels on 
their resort properties.

Kleiner recently had a visit from a CEM 
graduate who was featured on the cover 
of a well-known trade publication. Just a 

few years out of school, she is managing 
billion-dollar projects. Kleiner noted that 
there is a “desperate need” for women in 
the industry, as only 10% of professionals 
in construction are women.

Brown, the graduating senior, said 
he would like to start working with a 
heavy civil engineering contractor to 
gain experience and build relationships, 
then eventually invest in his own 
business. Those types of “heavy” 
projects are typically larger and 
new construction, perhaps a major 
infrastructure or government project.

Though Brown will be pursuing an 
accelerated master’s degree, he said 
CEM is “one of the more practical 
degrees,” where you can use much 
of what you learn immediately. 

p,�FRXOG�JR�RXW�LQWR�WKH�ƬHOG�QRZ�DQG�
WUDQVLWLRQ�ƮXLGO\�IURP�VFKRRO�WR�ZRUN�q�
he said, because of the work ethic and 
skill set he has garnered through the 
program plus his internship.

Another advantage of CEM is its 
portability. “Construction is in 
everybody’s backyard,” said Williams. 
“Students can use these skills anywhere.”

The CEM program also aims to 
dispel misperceptions about today’s 
construction industry. Kleiner said, 
“It’s not just digging in the dirt.”
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