
 
“Those experiences helped me apply what I learned 
in the classroom and how to manage constraints,” 
he says.  
 
“Because SAE was a volunteer extracurricular 
organization, only a handful of students had the 
time to work on these cars. I had to learn what their 
limitations were as well as budgets, and the stuff 
you have to deal with in real life in the real world.“

In his current role, Restrepo works on Stewart’s 
#14 team based in Kannapolis, N.C., to get the cars 
ready for the next race. On race days, he assists the 
engineers and the crew chief.

“You are not allowed to have sensors and data 
systems on actual race day cars,” he says. “What 
we do is rent out a track for a day or two and 
instrument the heck out of the car so we can tell 
how it’s behaving.”

Restrepo says the simulation software and the 
various test rigs provide the team with data that can 

improve the car’s speed and overall 
performance. He said the data 
gathered prior to a race in Phoenix 
helped the Stewart team make 
significant changes that led to a trip 
to Victory Lane earlier this year.

“You can have more data than you 
know what to do with. You can 
have bad data,” he says. “What 
separates you is how you analyze 
and use it, because data can help 
you win races. You don’t have to 
rely completely on the driver to 
know what the car is doing.”

Over the next several years, 
Restrepo hopes to become a 
primary race engineer with a 
NASCAR or endurance sports car 
team. He remains grateful to his 
family and his friends at USF who 

helped him make it to this point.

“My mom was always there to support me and 
push me along,” he says. “She would make sure 
I was studying and concentrating on my classes, 
because there were times when I would be working 
on and designing race cars instead of studying as 
much as I should. I also had a lot of friends within 
and outside SAE who kept me going and supported 
me through the hard times.”

After every race, his father calls from Colombia for 
a post mortem. “He’s very happy and very proud 
and excited about what I’m doing,” Restrepo says. 
“He’s always asking me about the cars and what I 
did to them and stuff like that. 

“My mom is very proud, too, because this is why 
she left Colombia and came here,” he says. “She 
wanted to provide me and my sister with a better 
life, and give us a chance to follow our dreams. She 
fulfilled that dream of providing us with a better 
life.”
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It’s late March, and Simon Restrepo has been 
working for two straight weeks. His job has taken 
him from North Carolina to the West Coast to 

Connecticut. Another trip to California looms, but 
first he faces an 80-hour week 
with little time for sleep.

“That’s how it goes,” he says. 
“It’s a busy time all the time, 
but I love it.”

The 2013 mechanical 
engineering graduate, a 
support engineer for Stewart-
Haas Racing, installs and 
calibrates data systems 
on the test cars driven by 
NASCAR’s Tony Stewart. For 
the Colombia native, who knew 
no English when he moved to Florida at age 12, 
the position is what he’s wanted since he watched 
Formula 1 races with his father as a child.

“I’ve been passionate about cars and racing since 
I can remember,” he says. “I knew I wanted to be 
involved in racing when I started waking up at 6 a.m. 

on Sunday mornings to 
watch Formula 1.” 

That passion, Restrepo says, and support from his 
family is what pushed him through 
high school and to USF, where he 
was president of the Society of 
Automotive Engineers (SAE). The 
organization’s members design and 
build open-wheel race cars then 
compete with them against other 
chapters from around the world.

“I really went to USF without knowing 
the benefits,” he says. “I just joined 
SAE because I wanted to work on a 
race car. All six years that I attended 
USF I was part of that organization, 

and it helped prepare me for now.”

Balancing his academic load and his work with 
SAE gave Restrepo experience in time and project 
management. On weekends, he worked as a 
volunteer with race teams, which gave him a chance 
to network with professionals in his field.
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