
 

Catherine Slater received B.S., M.S., and Ph.D. degrees in Electrical Engineering from 
Purdue University in 2003, 2005, and 2009, respectively.  Her dissertation was 
supported through the Graduate Assistantships in Areas of National Need Teaching 
Fellowship and National Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship. Her 
work focused on mathematical algorithms and segmentation techniques for 
biomedical image processing. During her tenure in graduate school, Catherine 
balanced her research with various teaching activities. She also remained an active 
member of Eta Kappa Nu, including serving as Vice-President, Awards and 
Scholarships Chair, and Historian for the Beta Chapter. Since graduation, Catherine 
has served as the IEEE-USA GOLD Representative and is presently serving her 
second of three years as a Governor-at-Large for IEEE-HKN Board of Governors. 
Catherine is employed as a Systems Engineer in the aerospace industry and enjoys 
running along the beach near her residence in Southern California.  

Why did you choose to study the engineering field?  

I was not sure which major to choose when I was applying to colleges. I spoke with a few trusted mentors about 
my apprehension of making the wrong choice at such a young age. They seemed to provide responses with a 
common theme: While the topics were constantly evolving, I enjoyed finding solutions to challenging problems. 
They all recommended that I consider studying engineering. One or two of the mentors also pointed out that an 
engineering degree could serve as a stepping stone to essentially any field during graduate school. In essence, 
they told me that I could make my career choice after I had more information. I was also strong in math and 
science and thus declared engineering as my major.  

What do you love about engineering?  

One of my favorite things about engineering is that engineers are always working on new and exciting projects. 
You are also surrounded by intelligent people who have a passion to change the world to make life better for 
everyone. Engineering is also applicable to every industry and many people do not realize the impact engineers 
have on the world. It is exciting to hear comments about new technologies being adopted that we worked on a 
few years earlier. It is sometimes hard to believe that they pay us to have so much fun!  

What don’t you like about engineering?  

Even engineers with multiple patents can feel overwhelmed with the sheer amount of knowledge required to 
constantly push the envelope. There are often so many details right in front of you that you have to actively 
remind yourself to look at the big picture and not forget the basics. In addition, there are stereotypes of 
engineers. It takes time to prove that you’re outgoing and capable of communication as well as knowledgeable on 
the technical information. 

Whom do you admire, and why?   

While my dad could have fully immersed himself in his work, he made sure to maintain a solid work-life balance so 
he could be very involved in my sister and my lives while we were young. He taught us to apply common sense as 
well as complex principles when we were undertaking a new challenge. He showed us the benefit of clearly 
identifying a problem and then breaking it down systematically to save time in developing solutions. He also 
taught us the importance of continuously looking to improve upon one’s knowledge followed by teaching and 
mentoring those who have not yet learned a given topic. I did not realize how valuable these skills would be to my 
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career until after finishing school but I admire him for realizing it and making sure to 
pass the skills to us.  

How has the engineering field changed since you started?  

I have only been out of school for a few years, but during this short time, we have 
seen many changes. We have witnessed the transition from the occasional cell phone 
to handheld computers capable of browsing Internet and social media. We have also 
observed the transition of medical records from paper-based filing to electronic data 
storage. These changes have drastically affected information handling, dissemination, 
and privacy regulations. Even with significant changes happening before our eyes, 
however, engineers have maintained an important standard of ethics and, especially 
within IEEE and IEEE-HKN, a strong desire to have a positive impact on humanity 
through use of our skills. 

What direction do you think that the engineering field is headed in the next 10 years?  

I honestly have no idea where technology is headed but I know engineering will lead it there. I know for sure that 
the world will continue to change. I expect social media will continue to expand in importance for things like 
finding new employees or employers, areas to study, or dissemination of information.  I also envision the 
stereotypes of engineers will be broken as we see more people who grew up with social media graduate and 
become the engineering leaders. 

What is the most important thing you have learned in the field? 

Never become complacent. The knowledge you possess upon graduation is a collection of tools and a subset of 
the skills you will need during the course of your career. Things are constantly changing so you need to always be 
looking for a new opportunity to learn and evolve both technically and personally. You need to look for ways to 
learn and develop new technical expertise, maintain prior knowledge, expand your communication skills, and 
eventually learn how to organize, motivate, and lead others. 

What advice would you give to recent graduates entering the field? 

Find someone who you can trust to help you navigate your career. An ideal person will answer every 
question, regardless of magnitude, and will maintain an open-door policy that you feel comfortable using. 
Mentors will help you identify opportunities for continual improvement through challenges both professional 
and personal. The best mentors will work very hard to accomplish their goals but ensure that all stakeholders 
are involved and all team members are progressing. A strong mentor and will champion for you when new 
opportunities become available. Finally, look for a mentor who will understand the importance of a life 
outside of work but will always make sure you have just a little more than you currently feel comfortable 
with so you are always improving your current skill set.  

If you were not in the engineering field, what would you be doing?  

One of the fields I was considering prior to choosing engineering as a stepping stone was 
medicine. If I was not a practicing engineer, I would have gone to medical school and 
become a doctor. Instead of becoming a doctor, though, I have been able to make an 
impact on medicine in a different way. My graduate dissertation focused on how to 
improve medical technologies so doctors could perform surgical interventions more 
effectively while providing better patient recovery and a faster return to normal life. 

Finish this sentence: “If I had more time, I would… 

…be excited to spend more time with friends and family. As professionals, you often follow your job so you end up 
with a network of people all over the place, but you are not always located right next to your family or friends. I 

would love to have the opportunity to visit them more often.” 
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