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WHEN STACY WELCH
ATTENDED her brother’s
graduation at the University of
Maryland (UMD) back in the
early 90s, little did she realize
that the day would play a
pivotal role in her eventual
career selection. Welch hails
from a family of engineers,
including her brother, who
majored in aerospace
engineering at UMD. When
she attended his graduation,
she was intrigued to see some
graduates wearing fire helmets
instead of mortar boards—
isn’t this an engineering
graduation, she asked herself,
curious about the helmets. Her
question was answered a short
time later when, after being
admitted to UMD with her field
of study yet to be determined,
she attended an open house
at which Dr. Jim Milke, now
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UMD’s Department of Fire Protection Engineering Chair, presented about the Fire Protection
Engineering program. Dr. Milke described the field of fire protection engineering as being
not only about engineering in the strict sense of designing and building but also as having a
human component. He spoke of ways the profession enables engineers to have direct
impact on the life and safety of people on a daily basis and to feel engaged with the more
human side of engineering. “Hearing Dr. Milke talk about the human component of fire
protection engineering—studying the way people move, being able to make a difference in
people’s lives every day—I was sold,” said Welch. And so her career as a fire protection
engineer began.

Once Welch started the program and got to know her classmates, she discovered many of
them were volunteer fire fighters. Study sessions were often interrupted when they were
called to duty and she was impressed and intrigued by the way fire safety presented yet
another opportunity to impact directly the life and safety of people—not to mention she
was jealous of missing out on the action! With that, Welch threw her hat—or fire helmet—in
the ring and joined the ranks of volunteer firefighers. Not only did her involvement as a
volunteer firefighter allow her to experience the excitement and comradery of joining her
classmates as they took calls, she found that fire service enhanced her understanding of fire
protection engineering in a real, tangible way.

“Experiencing the danger fire presents and the damage it does to people’s lives helped me
understand just how important fire protection engineering really is,” said Welch. “Seeing fire
in real-life also helped me understand the mentality of fire fighters and fire marshals,
something which has proved invaluable over the course of my career.” Her experiences with
the fire service helped her to be able to “speak the language” and provided another layer of
depth and understanding of the profession.

2/4



While Welch was still a student at UMD she was involved in research focusing on water mist.
Marriott sponsored some of the work she did. She was impressed with Marriott’s dedication
to protecting guests and investing in research on enhancing the fire safety of their
properties. Before she had even graduated, she began working part time for Marriott and
upon graduation, accepted a position there. Nineteen years later she’s still there, today
serving as senior director of fire protection & life safety.

Just as the human component was what drew Welch to fire protection engineering as a
student, the hotel  industry offers a real opportunity to make a difference and directly
impact the life and safety of people, not just push papers. “More than one million people
sleep in Marriott properties every night—that’s a lot of people we get to impact and
protect,” Welch said. Most hotel  guests are not even aware of Welch and her team of fire
protection engineers, a mechanical engineer, several fire protection technicians and various
other administrative staff. They work tirelessly across multiple properties located in
countries across the world to ensure that properties are built and maintained with the
safety of guests as a top priority.

“Seeing fire in real-life also helped me understand the mentality of fire fighters and fire
marshals, something which has proved invaluable over the course of my career.”
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In addition to the real connection between the work she does as a fire protection engineer
and the way it impacts people on a daily basis, the ability to travel is another aspect of
Welch’s career that she really values. “Being in the hotel  industry offers an incredible
opportunity to see the world,” she noted, describing just a few of the spots she’s traveled to
over the course of her career: London, Aruba, Katmandu, Hong Kong and Dubai. She even
flew by Mt. Everest, enjoying spectacular views. “The ability to get out in the world and
experience different cultures and impact people on such a broad scale is yet another reason
fire protection engineering is an incredible career.”

While Welch’s jet-setting days have slowed down a bit since she’s moved into a leadership
role at Marriott, she still enjoys being able to travel, and has been able to expand her
skillset beyond engineering to leadership, lending yet another element of human interaction
to her career. Marriott is generous with training opportunities, says Stacy, and she also
invests in continual professional growth through attending professional meetings and
conferences, continuing education seminars, and being part of a women’s leadership group,
and remaining active as a UMD alumnus. “I benefitted enormously from the mentorship and
encouragement of Dr. Milke and Dr. (John) Bryan, as well as my first boss at Marriott, Sonny
Scarff, who I worked with for 15 years,” Welch shared her passion for mentoring. “I learned
so much from these mentors that it’s inspired me to not only strive to move ahead but also
to give back and mentor others contemplating going into the profession.” Welch serves on
the Curriculum Advisory Committee for UMD’s Fire Protection Engineering department and
mentors students.

“Dr. Bryan felt very strongly about getting more women into the field, and Dr. Milke is also
extremely supportive. As a female fire protection engineer, I feel an obligation to do my part
to help inspire more women to explore this field,” Welch said. “It can be a challenge to be a
female across many careers, but it can be particularly so in engineering. I tell women who
are exploring fire protection engineering as a profession that it’s a fantastic field to get into
and there are many scholarship opportunities.”

The Sarah B. Bryan Scholarship is one such scholarship opportunity at UMD, named in
honor of Sarah Bryan, late wife of the founding chair Professor John L. Bryan, which was
established to provide assistance to female undergraduate students. Multiple awards are
given annually, based on academic record, character, and volunteer- or career-related fire
protection service. Each award provides tuition and fees to Maryland and out-of-state
undergraduate students. (See sidebar for other scholarship opportunities)
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