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I  this Case “tud  titled How Kelle  “ ith we t fro  Ordi ar  to 
E traordi ar  ou’ll eet a ou g dad who procrasti ated for a lo g ti e to 
make his dream come true, yet committed and ended up getting a 26.5% 

increase in salary because of it. 

Kellen, a former client, experienced the same obstacles that you may be facing 

right now and busted through them to engineering bliss.   

I  this i  depth tear dow  of Kelle ’s jour e , ou will lear  that he started just 
like I did (that means with not a lot of time and a lot of overwhelm) and has 

moved on to making quite dramatic change for both himself and his family. 
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How Kellen Smith went from 

Ordinary to Extraordinary 
 

"There was just a quantifiable shift that occurred mentally 

and in my career the day I became a Professional Engineer.” 

 

 

Outside of a small community in Marin county California lives a family of 4 
who's lives took a dramatic change early in the Spring of 2013.   
 

If you know anything about Marin County, it is an upscale area where it's 

not uncommon to see people cruising around in their new Tesla or bright 

red 911 Porsche. 

 

Your status is something gauged off what you do and how well you do it. 

 

In this small community nestled in the shadows of Mount Tamalpais lies a 

park that families gather at on the weekends to let their kids play.  This isn't 

your ordinary park.  From an outsider looking in, yes, there are swings and 

play structures...but it's the people that make this a unique place to visit. 

 

It's almost like a community gathering of the successful youth of the area.  

You have your young financial planners, lawyers, medical sales 

professionals, and political interns. 

 

The minute you walk in to the park, and you are an outsider, 

all eyes go to you.   
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Whether you are looking or not, you always have that sense of lasers 

beaming through the back of your skull. 

 

It's almost like a secret society, where to be part of it, you have to go 

through an intense application and vetting process to confirm your worth. 

 

Most of you are probably thinking, what a horrible place to live...but if we 

are real with ourselves, we all know that we experience similar situations in 

our day to day lives..irregardless of where we live. 

 

People are always sizing us up and putting a value on us as individuals.  

Horrible to say, but that's the society we live in. 

 

Anyways, back to this community park in Marin County...this park was once 

a tough place to visit for this family of 4.  Kellen Smith was the head of the 

household, working a full time job as a Design Engineer at a large 

international engineering firm in San Francisco. 

 

Every time Kellen and his family would visited this park and the topic 

shifted to what he did for work, he clammed up and almost muttered under 

his breathe. 

 

He constantly left deflated, despite all that he had to be grateful for. 

 

After months of experiencing this emotion, he knew deep down the story he 

was telling himself just was not lining up with what was reality.   

 

This was the day that a deep rooted change began to 

set in…and from that day on, he was committed to 

taking a stance to regain control of his career and 

overall better position him as an asset to his 

company. 
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How Kellen went from Park Creeper to Park 

Aficionado 
 

It was one sunny Fall Saturday afternoon when I picked up the phone to 

call Kellen to check in 6 months after learning that he had passed his PE 

Exam earlier that year. 

 

Kellen picked up, kids screaming and playing in the background.  Him and 

his wife were at their normal weekend hangout spot...the park. 

 

He insisted that we talk, that he had some amazing things to tell me and 

hoped I could pass on to others so that they can relate and learn from it. 

 

Kellen's story is a familiar one, he graduated from Berkeley, got an entry 

level job, and began slaving away behind the walls of a cubie for 10-12 

hours a day.  After a few years of rapid growth…things began to slow 

down.   

 

His career still had some exciting moments, but he couldn’t ignore the fact 

that he was going nowhere fast on his ascent up the corporate ladder.  

  

His credentials spoke for themselves…he had the engineering degree from 

a prestigious university, he was putting in his 60 hours a week, he took on 

the challenging assignments…but he was still spinning his wheels just 

south of anything relevant. 

 

This state of existence threw Kellen in to a daily mental battle 

of an uncertain/undefined future and thoughts running 

through his head: 

 

• Does my boss see me as a valuable piece of the companies vision? 
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• Do I need to work more to get more results at work?  Do I sacrifice 

spending time with my family in hopes to take a leap in my career? 

 

• I hope I keep my job…heck I wouldn’t know how I would be able to 

provide for my family? 

 

At this point, Kellen made a critical personal transition of once being in 

control of his career, to relying heavily on his extracurricular sacrifices in 

return for “stability” within his company. 

 

This is not an uncommon progression of the typical 

engineering career…I see it all the time. 

 

• Engineer graduates college, super stoked and excited to jump in to the 

corporate world, dominates their first couple years and gains a bunch 

of new experience…asks for more work and continues to be in 

constant communication with superiors…which in return brings more 

excitement followed by a deep rooted sense of ownership in the end 

product. 

 

• Years pass, new knowledge begins to level out, communication with 

superiors on new tasks declines, excitement begins to dwindle, old 

challenges become daily “mindless” tasks. 

 

• Engineer correlates this decrease in challenge directly with the 

contribution he/she is making to the company and begins to question 

their value and the companies desire to continue moving them up the 

ladder. 

 

• Mind battles begin, Engineer is now in a stage of “just 

surviving”…rather than control, they are looking for feedback indicators 
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that help them quantify their stability with the company…which is 

completely subjective and a guess at the most basic level. 

 

• The Engineer enters a whole new world of thinking…where they once 

felt they were in complete control of their future…they now find 

themselves succumbing to fears of their long term viability in the same 

company they once sold out for and adored. 

 

• This mindset shift initially stays at work, but as will power dissipates, it 

eventually begins to seep in to the Engineer’s day to day life outside of 

work. 

 

• A once confident, driven engineer who had high hopes of a bright 

future, now walks around with a damaged confidence, overwhelmed 

and fearful of what the future holds. 

 

This is where Kellen was…  

  

He needed traction. 

 

 

Kellen was 34 years old when he became a Professional Engineer. 

 

"It was a beautiful day. There was just a quantifiable shift that 

occurred mentally and in my career the day I became a Professional 

Engineer.” 

 

The first thing Kellen did after receiving the news that he had passed the 

Professional Engineer Exam, was take his family out for a big dinner. 
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It had been a hard fought battle, but through preserving and his will to 

succeed, he earned it. 

 

A week later, Kellen decided to take his results to his boss and asked to be 

considered for a raise. 

 

It was mid year, and the typical review cycle was just starting.  The cycle 

would be complete in the Fall of that year, which is when individuals could 

expect to see any adjustments made to their current salaries…usually 3%. 

 

“Out of Cycle Raises”, which this company called them, are atypical and 

happen only under “very unique circumstances”. 
 

But that didn’t matter…Kellen had a “Unique Circumstance” applauded by 

the Corporate leadership and backed up with action.   

 

Within 2 weeks, his request had gone from his Supervisors desk up the 

ladder to the Regional Manager where it was approved and granted to take 

place immediately. 

 

“I didn’t even know what to say when I was told that the raise 

was 17.5%!” 

 

Kellen couldn’t have been happier.  As a dad of 2 and sole provider for the 

household, this raise was huge and went a long way in alleviating many of 

the current cash flow problems him and his wife were experiencing at the 

time. 

 

Along with the raise, he stated that he received an unexpected benefit…a 

new found respect amongst his peers. 

 

“Although I was still the same me, same degree from Berkely, same 

demeanor, same hard worker…I had an immediate sense of increased 
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authority among those I was working with.  People began to come up to me 

more and ask for help on different engineering tasks they were working 

on…it was definitely weird…all that was different from the day before was 

that I had a PE at the end of my name…” 
 

This was just the start of what was (and will continue) to come for Kellen. 

 

In the 6 months since Kellen received word that he had passed his PE 

Exam, he said that his career was “operating on a whole new level.” 
 

“Things are definitely on the up…” 

 

“…I have gotten more opportunities to be part of large projects in the last 6 

months than I did the last 8 years that I have been at my company.  My 

confidence have been completely reestablished and instead of waking up 

with an attitude of ‘just getting through my day’…I am driven, hopeful, and 

grateful.” 
 

Side note: This was great to hear.  When you work directly with an 

individual who is struggling, with whatever it may be, as much as you 

try and not let it affect you, it just naturally hurts your heart to see.  

Hearing the genuine excitement, energy, focus, and determination in 

his voice was such an uplifting moment and the blessings I continue 

to get as I continue on with my daily encounters with folks all over the 

spectrum. 

 

“Autonomy…it’s amazing…I’ve been given far more autonomy in my daily 

workings and now don’t have a supervisor who is just hovering over my 

backside all day.  I’ve been given more authority to make calls on direction 

and have been given the resources to delegate tasks to capable hands on 

my team…” 
 

I cut in there… 
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“My team?”…I asked. 

 

“…this past month, the review cycle concluded and we received our yearly 

adjustments.  I was again floored when I was given a promotion to 

department head, where I am now in control of a team of 6 design 

engineers.  It was epic, to say it simply…this came completely 

unexpected…but the company has made it a point that they are excited to 

see the progress I have made in my professional life.  This came along with 

more responsibilities, which of course came with another bump in salary 

and the standard yearly raise…to say that this year has been 

transformational in my life, and my families life, would be an 

understatement.” 
 

All added up, in the 6 months since he had received his PE license, Kellen 

calculated that he saw a 26.5% increase in where he was once at in Salary. 

 

“It was a beautiful day” 

 

 

But it wasn’t always beautiful. 

 

Before Kellen decided to begin his journey of becoming a Registered 

Professional Engineer, he had an identity crisis. 

 

Let me explain. 

 

Up to the point that he made the now life changing decision to pursue 

registration (which he was never encouraged to do, or even thought he 

needed to), he was fully bought in to the corporate motto that “the more you 

work, the faster you will rise”. 
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The way of thinking was that you invest in the company and the company 

will invest in you…and your career path will play out nicely. 

 

Kellen was sold out for his company, they treated him good (for the most 

part)…without a doubt. But there was one thing that was undeniable. 

 

"I was unfulfilled." 

 

Kellen directly correlated this feeling of emptiness with his current position 

at work and his personal projection of his progress up the corporate ladder.  

He reasoned and concluded with himself that the more work he put in, the 

more fulfilled he would become.  

 

That didn’t happen. 

 

In fact, the opposite did… 

 

"I got burnt out, my production dropped, my motivation dwindled…I was a 

zombie." 

 

Many of you may be in this position as we speak. Spending inordinate 

amounts of time at work, spinning your wheels toward a goal that is 

becoming more of a mirage as the days go by. 

 

"Burnout was real for me at that point in my life. I kept spinning and 

spinning, but progress kept slipping and slipping." 

 

Being in such a deflated state of mind brought forth an even larger 

behemoth that rested in the laurels looking to strike precisely when the time 

was right.  

 

The time was right, so as always, it reared it’s head…that behemoth…self 

doubt. 
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When we get weak in our mind and begin putting ourselves in these self 

sacrificing positions without seeing any direct benefit back to us, we begin 

to question our worth. 

 

This is a real emotion, with real consequences. 

 

Whether you want to accept it or not, we all have limiting beliefs that are 

holding us back from doing some amazing things in our lives. 

 

No one is immune. 

 

Limiting beliefs will kill our productivity and take us off track to realizing our 

true potential as highly capable contributors to this world. 

 

They can do a number on our aspirations, hopes and dreams because 

deep down they instill the belief that we aren’t capable of accomplishing the 

desired goal…we set the bar lower, and aim for that. 

 

Unfortunately, the bar is usually set a level so low, that we enter in to a 

mode where we wake up every day just pushing to “show up” 
 

This is where Kellen and I came in to contact.   

 

He was in a low state of his life, as was confirmed by the feelings he would 

get by doing something that we all would be so grateful of doing…taking 

our kids to the park. 

 

He was deflated, burnout, overwhelmed, lacking confidence, and 

moreover…on cruise control, packing it in and “going through the motions” 
in a career that was backed with little ‘umph’ 
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He was bought in to the corporate motto, but being sold out to it has 

brought him in to a state of mind that was more brainwashed then 

proactive.  He was allowing the corporate machine to dictate his progress 

for so long that his morale was at an all time low with very little hope of 

finding his way out. 

 

As much as he wanted to move forward with making some change in his 

life and his career, he continued to be brought back down with a mindset 

full of self doubt. 

 

Kellen initially responded to an email I sent to him asking..."What's your 

biggest struggle?" 

 

Kellen told me about his current situation and we spent a good amount of 

time going back and forth on what he should do about it moving forward.  I 

didn't push him one way or another, I knew that for an individual to make a 

lasting change in their life, they would need to make a decision on their 

own...which he did. 

 

It didn’t take long, after another deflating day at the park, Kellen came to 

the conclusion to move forward with something he had always aspired to 

do…become a Professional Engineer. 

  

But here’s the thing…Kellen knew about these exams many years prior, in 

fact, he attempted to start his studies a number of times, but failed to follow 

through with daily action to make it happen despite knowing it would help 

him in his career.  

 

Why was that? 

 

Looking back…Kellen has been able to distill some golden nuggets from 

his experience. 
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“I had been out of school for so long, I felt like I didn’t 
remember or know enough to pass the exam.” 

 

Kellen had been out of school going on 10 years before he made his first 

official attempt at the fundamentals of engineering exam.  Being so far 

removed from the day to day hustle that is the university environment, 

Kellen had far forgotten many of the basic concepts that he had learned 

over the 4 years in College. 

 

It’s just the reality that we use around 2.33% of what we learned in College, 

and that may be generous (alright, I completely made that number up…but 

seriously, how many of us have solved a differential equation is the last 5 

years?).   

 

I am not sure about you, but if I am not using something on a regular basis, 

then my brain is purging it from the archives to open up space for more 

relevant information (like how many tacos am I going to eat this week?) 

 

Being removed from any University work for 10 years, it’s no wonder he felt 

that he lacked the knowledge to step up and take the FE Exam. 

 

Truth be told though, 1 year, 5 years, 10 years out of the college…it’s all 

the same… 

 

We all start with the general feeling that we don’t know enough. 

 

Every single one of your peers you look up to, every engineering hero you 

have...started where you are right now. 

 

“I didn’t think I knew enough.” 
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You don’t know enough about Engineering. Or Math. Or Electrical Circuits. 

Or Mechanics of Materials. Or you can’t figure out how to solve a Second 

Order Non Homogeneous Differential Equation. 

 

It feels like there are a ton of moving pieces, and you have to know 

everything about all of them before you can move forward with taking on 

the Professional Registration. 

 

Real successful Engineers know that’s a lie 

 

It’s not that you don’t need to know about Statics and Dynamics. 

 

You do need some background in all these subjects (but we didn’t spend 

four years in College for no reason). 

 

Once you commit to taking the exam, these areas of knowledge begin to 

percolate as you spend more time in review, but don't think you need to 

know everything, or have been exposed to everything before you decide it's 

time to mail that exam application in. 

 

Kellen would tell you the same thing… 

 

“It's not about what you think you know at this moment, but 

what you will know when you get to the end…and the 

opportunities that will naturally come from it.” 

 

We at EngineerInTrainingExam.com preach taking the journey of becoming 

a Professional Engineer head on because it’s relatively inexpensive 

(pennies compared to what it could potentially bring you, 26.5% raise in 

salary for Kellen, and that’s only the first year!), because it opens up 

abundant career opportunities, and because most engineering graduates 

can do it, and do it NOW! 
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Think about the possibilities that you could get, let’s just say, a 15% raise if 

you passed and became a professional engineer, would that make it worth 

the effort of getting reacquainted with the material on the exam? 

 

I asked Kellen to look back at what he had gained from becoming a 

registered professional engineer and asked him that exact question… 

 

“Has it been worth the effort you put in to get where you are 

today?” 

 

His answer was a resounding… 

 

“Yes!” 
 

So Kellen’s first obstacle was getting past his deep rooted obsession that 

he “…had been out of school for so long, [that he] didn’t remember or know 

enough to pass the exam.” 
 

But even when he was mustering up the courage to pull past that…he was 

compounded with another obstacle. 

 

“…You don’t even know how many times I visited the NCEES site to view 

the specifications of the exams, or to see when they were being held.  I 

was just thinking in my mind, ‘are you kidding me?’…there was so much 

material to cover in this exam…it was pretty daunting” 
 

“Even with that, I purchased a review manual, and wow, I opened that thing 

up and remember distinctly how I felt after doing so…overwhelmed.” 
 

“The first thing that came in to my mind was…’man, I don’t even know 

where to start’. I was flat out confused as to where to start, 

overwhelmed with a fear of failure, and not confident in what or how 
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you needed to study to make the most out of the limited time that I 

had.” 

 

This is a monster.  Actually, there are multiplied monsters here…”I didn’t 
know enough”…”I was overwhelmed and didn’t know where to start” and 

“limited time” 
 

In fact, I can honestly say these are the biggest monsters that sit between 

you being where you are at today and where you want to be in the future. 

 

So what did Kellen do? 

 

He developed a Roadmap 

 

Before Kellen even started preparing for the exam, he looked over the 

NCEES specifications… 

 

“There was a ton of information in there…It was really intimidating and I 

was quite overwhelmed just thinking about tackling an exam of such 

magnitude.” 
 

So we sat down and strategically tackled sketching out a Roadmap that 

was detailed, yet was a simple overview of how he was going to get from 

point A  (an individual who had been out of school going on 10 years) to 

point B (an engineer who was thoroughly practiced in the fundamentals of 

engineering). 

 

Developing a roadmap humanized the process and bracketed it in to a 

simple, relatable way to take daily action.   

 

“Taking all that information I was looking at in the NCEES specs and the 

review manual and laying it out on a schedule was huge…it gave me peace 
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of mind to get the journey visually defined.  It set my expectations on what 

it would take and how to get myself organized and ready to execute.” 
 

Having a roadmap summarizes a huge overwhelming task in preparing for 

these exams and breaks it down in to a manageable set of stepping stones.  

 

“Breaking the process down in to something that I could wrap my 

head around is how I was able to set myself up for success on my 

journey, and to be honest, the most powerful secret behind and how I 

got moving.” 
 

Successfully preparing for this exam is done one step at a time. If you 

never get moving, you’ll definitely never get there. 

 

Lesson Learned: You need a “Quick Win” 

 

Whenever we start on a journey, regardless of what it is, we need to 

establish a Quick Win to help build our morale and give us a sense of 

achievement and enhanced momentum towards our ultimate goal. 

 

But where can we find that quick win when it comes to preparing for 

professional registration? 

 

You need to start small.  

 

Very small, one subject at a time, from the basics and build on it until 

eventually (faster than you may think) you are in a complete flow 

state and moving towards your ultimate goal. 

 

And that’s why we developed the Prepineer Study Buddy…to help 

you establish your Road map.  
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Having this Roadmap will give you a sense of clarity of what it looks 

like to move forward on this journey. 

 

When I began studying, I had already graduated college (just like 

Kellen) and everything that I learned during that time seemed to have 

disappeared from memory.  I was lacking confidence, had excessive 

limiting beliefs, and overall felt that I lacked the knowledge needed to 

pass.   

 

I knew I wanted to be a PE, but I consistently found myself putting it 

off due to being overwhelmed with the magnitude of the exams and 

continued to run in to the obstacle of determining where I should even 

start.   

 

On top of that, I knew it would take Daily Action, but didn’t see how I 

could fit studying in to my already busy schedule…I lacked time. 

 

This obstacle of being overwhelmed and not able to establish a 

schedule I was confident in and one that highlighted the areas I 

should be focusing on to get the most out the time I had was a simple 

one, yet it kept me from taking that first step in beginning my studies. 

 

I was just flat out confused as to where to start, overwhelmed with a 

fear of failure, and not confident in what or how I needed to study. 

 

My goal, to get you past this obstacle. 

 

And that’s what the Prepineer Study Buddy will do. 

 

As Kellen and I closed out our conversation that day, I asked him to 

sum up in a few words how EngineerInTrainingExam.com helped 

change the trajectory of his career and life overall…this is what he 

had to say: 
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“I was lost man…to tell you the truth.  I didn’t know what I needed to 

do to get back on track.  When we connected, you really taught me 

how to take advantage of every free moment of my time and dedicate 

to incremental steps towards my ultimate goal. You showed me that I 

can utilize what I had right then to create the reality I desired.” 
 

“I never realized how powerful the mental game was, and you helped 

me learn and apply strategies I would have never have considered 

before.” 
 

“We all have our self doubts, but it’s when we stand against them and 

take intentional steps toward something we have always wanted that 

we truly realize how much those self doubts are nothing more than 

distractors from a more fulfilled career and life.” 
 

“I no longer feel trapped.  I no longer feel like I am spinning my 

wheels…I owe a lot to you.” 
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Kellen’s story has been a great inspiration to me and the many I have gotten the chance to 
share it with.  He shows what really can be done when we just dedicate and go for it.  You do 

have all you need right now, and I believe wholeheartedly, every bit of that.  

 

Now more than ever, we need to refine our value as engineers. And now, more than ever, we 

can’t let our current circumstances hold us back from taking a step we know deep down we 
need to take. 

 

Learn just enough, the basics, to get moving. Then keep building one step at a time as your 

progress incrementally towards your goal. 

IS THIS GOING TO BE 

YOUR STORY? 
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