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INTRODUCTION: YOUR GATEWAY TO PROFESSIONAL LICENSURE
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The journey toward becoming a licensed professional engineer (PE) in environmental engineering begins with a single, critical milestone: passing the
Environmental Engineering FE Exam. The Fundamentals of Engineering (FE) exam, administered by the National Council of Examiners for
Engineering and Surveying (NCEES), is the first step toward professional licensure. For graduates and soon-to-be graduates in environmental
engineering or related disciplines, this exam validates your foundational knowledge and opens the door to advanced career opportunities. But the FE
exam is more than just a test — it is a demonstration of your readiness to tackle real-world environmental challenges, from water quality
management to air pollution control. In this comprehensive guide, we will explore everything you need to know about the NCEES FE Environmental
Engineering exam, including its structure, core topics, preparation strategies, and the long-term benefits of earning this credential.

OVERVIEW OF THE FE ENVIRONMENTAL ENGINEERING EXAM

Purpose and Importance

The FE exam is designed for individuals who have completed, or are near completion of, an engineering degree from an Accreditation Board for
Engineering and Technology (ABET)-accredited program. For environmental engineers, passing the FE exam is the first step toward becoming a
licensed PE, which is required for many high-level positions, independent consulting, and public-sector work. The Environmental Engineering FE
Exam specifically tests your understanding of fundamental principles across a wide range of environmental topics. It ensures that you possess the
minimum competency to practice engineering at a professional level under the supervision of an experienced engineer.

Exam Format and Logistics

The NCEES FE Environmental Engineering exam is a computer-based test (CBT) administered year-round at approved Pearson VUE testing centers.
The total duration is 5 hours and 20 minutes, which includes a scheduled break. The exam consists of 110 multiple-choice questions covering various
subject areas. You will receive an electronic reference handbook (the NCEES FE Reference Handbook) during the exam, which contains equations,
tables, and conversion factors. Understanding how to navigate this handbook efficiently is a key part of FE exam preparation.

e Total time: 5 hours 20 minutes

Number of questions: 110

Exam type: Computer-based, closed book (with digital reference handbook)
Break: A 25-minute optional break after 2 hours 40 minutes

Passing score: Scaled; determined by NCEES

CORE TOPICS COVERED IN THE FE ENVIRONMENTAL ENGINEERING EXAM

The exam is broad but focused. The NCEES specifications for the Environmental Engineering FE Exam outline nine major knowledge areas.
Familiarizing yourself with these topics is essential to building an effective study plan.

1. Mathematics and Statistics

You will need to apply calculus, differential equations, linear algebra, and probability/statistics. Expect questions related to solving systems of
equations, integration techniques, and basic statistical analysis. These problems often appear in the context of environmental modeling or data
interpretation.

2. Engineering Economics

Understanding cost analysis, net present value, benefit-cost ratios, and depreciation is critical. Environmental projects — such as wastewater
treatment plants or remediation systems — require sound economic justification.

3. Ethics and Professional Practice

Questions in this section cover professional responsibilities, codes of conduct, legal aspects, and sustainability ethics. The NCEES emphasizes that
engineers must prioritize public health and safety, which is especially relevant in environmental work.

4. Water Resources and Environmental Engineering

This is @ major domain. It includes hydrology, hydraulics, groundwater flow, rainfall-runoff relationships, and stormwater management. You should be
comfortable with the rational method, Manning's equation, pipe flow, open channel flow, and basic groundwater principles.

5. Water and Wastewater Treatment

Topics include physical, chemical, and biological treatment processes for drinking water and wastewater. Expect questions on sedimentation,
filtration, disinfection, activated sludge, and nutrient removal. Process design parameters (e.g., detention time, loading rates) are frequently tested.

6. Air Quality and Pollution Control

You will be assessed on atmospheric chemistry, emission standards, control technologies (e.g., scrubbers, electrostatic precipitators), and dispersion
modeling. Understanding the Clean Air Act and basic plume dispersion equations is helpful.

7. Solid and Hazardous Waste Management

This section covers waste characterization, landfill design, leachate management, incineration, and remediation technologies. Regulations such as
RCRA and CERCLA may appear in context.

8. Environmental Chemistry and Biology

Basic biochemistry, microbiology, chemical equilibrium, and reaction kinetics are included. Know the fundamentals of water chemistry (pH, alkalinity,
hardness) and biological processes used in treatment.

9. Environmental Health and Safety

Topics include risk assessment, toxicology, exposure analysis, and safety regulations (OSHA). This area often integrates with real-world environmental
impact assessments.

EFFECTIVE PREPARATION STRATEGIES FOR THE FE ENVIRONMENTAL EXAM

Start Early and Create a Study Schedule

Most successful candidates dedicate 2 to 3 months of focused study. Begin by reviewing the NCEES FE Environmental Engineering exam
specifications and downloading the FE Reference Handbook. Block out study sessions 3-5 days per week, emphasizing your weaker topics first. Use a
calendar or a study planner to stay on track.

Use High-Quality Study Materials

* NCEES FE Reference Handbook: Become intimately familiar with its content and structure. During the test, you will rely on this resource
heavily.

* NCEES practice exam: This is the closest simulation to the actual exam. Take it under timed conditions to gauge your readiness.

* Review textbooks: Revisit your college textbooks for water and wastewater engineering, air pollution, and environmental chemistry.

e Online courses and video lectures: Many platforms offer targeted FE environmental review courses. They can help explain complex topics
and provide practice problems.
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Focus on Problem-Solving Speed

The FE exam is time-constrained — you have roughly 2.9 minutes per question. Practice solving problems efficiently without sacrificing accuracy.
Learn to skip difficult questions and return to them later. Use the process of elimination for multiple-choice items.

Join a Study Group or Forum

Collaborating with peers can boost motivation and clarify tricky concepts. Online communities such as Reddit’s r/FE_Exam or engineering forums
allow you to ask questions, share resources, and discuss study tips.

Take Full-Length Practice Exams

Simulate test day at least twice before the actual exam. Use the NCEES practice exam first, then supplement with other reputable resources. Review
your mistakes thoroughly — understanding why you got a problem wrong is more valuable than getting it right.

TIPS FOR SUCCESS ON EXAM DAY

Manage Your Time Wisely

During the first half of the exam, aim to complete 55-60 questions. Do not dwell on any single problem. If you are stuck, move on. The second half
can feel more intense; maintain a steady pace.

Know the Reference Handbook Inside Out

You cannot bring your own handbook, but you can search the digital version. Practice locating equations quickly. For example, common fluid
mechanics equations like the Bernoulli equation or Manning’s equation should be at your fingertips.

Skip Difficult Questions Early

Mark them for review and return later. The computer-based test allows you to flag questions and navigate between sections. Use this feature to
maximize your time on questions you can answer confidently.

Stay Calm and Hydrated

Take the optional break to rest your eyes, stretch, and drink water. Mental fatigue can lead to careless errors. A clear mind is your greatest asset.

BENEFITS OF PASSING THE FE ENVIRONMENTAL ENGINEERING EXAM

Gateway to PE Licensure

Passing the FE exam allows you to work under a licensed PE and eventually sit for the Principles and Practice of Engineering (PE) exam in
environmental engineering. Many states require four years of progressive experience before you can take the PE. Starting early ensures you meet
that timeline.

Enhanced Career Opportunities

Employers in consulting firms, government agencies (EPA, state environmental departments), and private industry value candidates who have passed
the FE. It signals a high level of technical competence and dedication to the profession. Many job postings explicitly state "FE/EIT preferred or
required."

Higher Earning Potential

While the FE itself does not automatically increase salary, it positions you for promotions and PE licensure, which correlates with significantly higher
compensation. According to the National Society of Professional Engineers, licensed engineers earn 20-30% more than non-licensed peers over their
careers.

Professional Credibility

Holding the Engineer-in-Training (EIT) designation (after passing the FE) gives you a credential that is recognized across the United States. It
demonstrates your commitment to ethical practice and continuous learning.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT THE FE ENVIRONMENTAL ENGINEERING EXAM

How long is the FE exam valid for?

Once you pass, the NCEES record of your FE exam does not expire. However, some states have specific time limits for taking the PE after the FE.
Verify with your state licensing board.

Can | use a calculator?

Yes. NCEES approves only certain calculator models (e.g., TI-36X Pro, Casio fx-115). Make sure your calculator is on the approved list and that you are
comfortable using it quickly.

What is the passing rate for the FE Environmental exam?

Historically, NCEES reports first-time takers' pass rates around 70-75%. With adequate preparation, most examinees succeed.

Is the exam hard?

The difficulty is subjective. Many test-takers find the breadth of topics challenging. However, because the exam tests fundamental knowledge,
thorough review of your undergraduate curriculum is sufficient to pass.

CONCLUSION

The Environmental Engineering FE Exam is a challenging but achievable hurdle on the path to becoming a licensed professional engineer. By
understanding its structure, mastering the core topics, and dedicating time to purposeful practice, you can pass with confidence. The benefits —
career mobility, professional credibility, and the fulfillment of protecting public health and the environment — are well worth the effort. Start your
preparation today, use the resources outlined above, and take that first step toward a rewarding career in environmental engineering.
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