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1

Chapter One

THE PATHWAY

Over every mountain there is a path, although it may not be seen from the valley.

—Theodore Roethke

Both of us (Lina D. Dostilio and Marshall Welch) frequently field ques-
tions about the work of supporting community engagement, and we 
have mentored those new to the field. Sometimes the questions are 

from someone brand new in the role who is asking how to start a program 
or unit. Other times the questions are from a soon-to-graduate higher edu-
cation leadership or student affairs student who seeks input on the quality 
of a potential job opportunity. We are beginning to more frequently receive 
questions about which graduate programs prepare people for this work. 
Perhaps the people most commonly asking the questions are those who are 
trying to navigate the political environment on their campuses to expand 
and deepen their unit’s reach.

We think there is a hunger for the answers to these questions, which 
will continue to grow as more and more administrative and staff posi-
tions are created to support community engagement on campuses across 
the country. In response, we offer this guidebook, which we hope offers 
some direction to those whose formal administrative responsibilities are 
to support community engagement at postsecondary institutions, other-
wise known as community engagement professionals (CEPs; Dostilio & 
McReynolds, 2015; Dostilio & Perry, 2017; Jacoby & Mutascio, 2010).

Lay of the Land
The scope of community engagement practice addressed in this book is 
intended to describe the breadth of activity that the staff of community 
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2  The Community Engagement Professional’s Guidebook

engagement centers, programs, and initiatives currently support. In 
their study of engagement centers at institutions that carry the Carnegie 
Foundation’s Community Engagement Classification, Welch and Saltmarsh 
(2013) determined that community engagement units have moved past 
work initially focused on volunteerism and service-learning to more 
comprehensive profiles of community engagement, described as second-
generation engagement, including but not limited to strategic partnership 
development, place-based efforts, community-engaged research activity, 
and so on. This expanded landscape is fraught with peaks and valleys that 
mean navigating bumps and detours along the way. Each CEP who reads 
this text will have a different work profile; each institution he or she repre-
sents will have a different instantiation of community engagement. What 
we offer cannot address each context and reality but instead seeks to rep-
resent a general notion of practice and to build the reader’s competence 
across an array of multiple contexts, demands, and challenges.

Trailhead
The starting point, or trailhead, for this guidebook is based on the com-
petency model developed by a team of 15 research fellows working under 
Campus Compact’s project on CEPs (Dostilio, 2017a).1 We expand on that 
model to include additional elements of practice we feel are essential based 
on our experience in the field and prevailing thinking drawn from relevant 
literature (Welch, 2016; Welch & Saltmarsh, 2013).

Bridging the Art and Science of Our Work
For some, the notion of breaking down a CEP’s work into a schematic 
of distinct areas of skills, knowledge, and disposition hobbles the artful 
practice of community engagement. Moreover, even referring to the per-
sonnel who foster community engagement as professionals might signal a 
loss of soul, raising the specter of a technocratic administrator. We think 
that supporting community engagement in higher education requires an 
approach that is artful as well as honors a professional standard of practice 
that reflects decades of lessons learned through the evolution of engage-
ment initiatives. By examining the evolution of centers of engagement 
(Welch, 2016; Welch & Saltmarsh, 2013) we can trace a path, or lineage, 
that begins with the autonomous, innovative work of committed and per-
haps maverick individuals who had to “‘make it up as they went’ due to 
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The Pathway  3

the limited empirical best practice and evidence on impact available in an 
emerging field” (Welch & Saltmarsh, 2013, p. 25). We think it’s fair to say 
this of the faculty who sought to integrate their political activism into their 
academic work, the provocative student activists who called their institu-
tions to their civic purposes, and the extension officers who began infus-
ing their programs with participatory and democratic processes. Their 
efforts were passionate, avant-garde, and deeply responsive to the local 
context. As these practitioners honed their successful and impactful work, 
the broader postsecondary education field took note, and their initiatives 
were replicated.

The replication of their practice might also be called a diffusion of 
innovation (Rogers, 2003) that is concerned with not only replicating of 
programs but also progressive mainstreaming of an engagement culture, 
awakening of the civic dimensions of student development, recogniz-
ing the scholarship of application and engagement, and embracing the 
institution-as-neighbor paradigm. This led to a wider adoption of prac-
tice and along with it a proliferation of engagement centers and national 
and global associations to support this work (Dostilio, 2017c; Welch, 
2016). According to the 1986 Campus Compact annual member survey 
(Ventresca, Waring, Wahl Halleck, Baker, & Auchard, 1986), 22 of the 
responding institutions indicated having a paid staff person whose job 
in whole or in part was concerned with supporting engagement. In 2014 
nearly 100% of respondents (423 institutions) reported having an office 
or center with paid staff (Dostilio & McReynolds, 2015) averaging 21 staff 
per campus supporting student curricular and cocurricular engagement; 
this number increases when we include staff who support other areas of 
community engagement.

The path that began with a committed few who saw an opportunity 
to disrupt traditional higher education has led to voluminous numbers 
of centers and personnel dedicated to implementing community engage-
ment on campuses across the country. We have argued elsewhere (Dostilio, 
2017c; Dostilio & McReynolds, 2015) that these individuals, whom we 
choose to call CEPs, are key influencers on their campuses and shape the 
methods and values being promoted as well as the goals being pursued. 
The formation of these CEPs, which often comes from professional asso-
ciation membership, also orients the ways they shape campus practice. 
Although some of the national and global associations prioritize the civic 
purposes of higher education, the emancipatory potential of community-
campus engagement, and participatory paradigms of engagement, it is not 
consistent across all associations (Dostilio, 2017c). Although some CEPs 
bring with them a rich experience in community organizing, community 
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4  The Community Engagement Professional’s Guidebook

development, or democratic practice, others do not. This reality is reflec-
tive of a concern expressed by the pioneers of service-learning who feared 
that institutionalization, which includes a rapid expansion of the numbers 
of professional staff, would also be accompanied by a loss of its develop-
mental power (Stanton, Giles, & Cruz, 1999). We honor and appreciate 
that legacy, which was perhaps situated in a more soulful time that fos-
tered soulful work. Our worlds are now more complex in regard to the 
internal and external politics that affect our campuses. For example, the 
litigious nature of our culture and standards of accountability require dif-
ferent caretaking of our students. Navigating tenure and promotion poli-
cies and procedures is volatile. Campus administrators now realize they 
and their institutions are not dominant in public problem solving but are 
better positioned as collaborators among a greater number of contributors 
and sectors (Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2011). In a framework of full partner-
ship, multiple, legitimate stakeholders determine how our work is done, 
and CEPs need to be ready to honor coconstruction and accountability 
in the same role. There is currently no common set of practice expecta-
tions that could be used to retain the art and soul of the work we hold 
so dear. This project and the constituent steps that have led to this book 
(Dostilio, 2017a, 2017b, 2017c; Dostilio & McReynolds, 2015; Welch 2016; 
Welch & Saltmarsh, 2013) seek to do just that: establish paths for CEPs 
to acquire the ability to replicate sound community engagement practice 
while developing an artful approach to what is highly relational, contex-
tual, and political work. We offer a way to bridge and balance the science 
(the technical implementation of sound engagement practice) with the art 
(the integrative and critical expression of our commitments) of our prac-
tice. Recalling the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter, although a 
path over the mountain may be unforeseeable from the valley, it exists and 
is waiting to be uncovered and discovered.

We think it is possible to describe a commonly accepted body of prac-
tice, point to shared characteristics of a community of practitioners, and 
discuss a set of shared ethical commitments among CEPs. These are the 
bricks that cobble our path and launch an emerging profession. We know 
the word profession can connote narrow, highly technocratic practice. 
Our project rejects that framing and instead offers a “highly reflective, 
hybridized, purpose-driven, and ethically principled” (Dostilio & Perry, 
2017, p. 9) idea of a CEP akin to Keith’s (2015) characterization of demo-
cratic civic professionals. Scanlon (2011) endorses this notion, describing 
the postmodern conception of profession as socially constructed with an 
ever deepening commitment through iterative development. Moreover, an 
array of knowledge, skills, disposition, and critical commitments has been 
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The Pathway  5

identified that inform CEPs who support second-generation engagement 
(Dostilio et al., 2017; Welch & Saltmarsh, 2013). This work, developed by 
CEPs through an extensive review of our field’s practice literature, led to a 
framework of competencies that were reciprocally validated by more than 
400 CEPs operating across a diversity of contexts and with various profiles 
of engagement responsibilities (Welch, Miller, & Davies, 2005).

Similar to the concerns about the concept of profession, concerns exist 
about the concept of competency. For some, competency smacks of an 
overly rationalist approach that falsely fragments the aspects of one’s work 
and intones a neoliberal orientation. In comparison, Rychen and Salganik 
(2001) framed competencies as

complex action systems that encompass not only knowledge and skills, but 
also strategies and routines for appropriately applying these knowledge and 
skills, as well as appropriate emotions and attitudes and the effective self-
regulation of these competencies. (p. 8)

Our model of competence is illustrative of the latter construction, 
which is holistic and integrative. More about the research design used 
to coconstruct the competency model along with a thorough considera-
tion of the limitations of framing our work as a profession and a critical 
examination of using competency to name the body of practice can be 
found in The Community Engagement Professional in Higher Education: 
A Competency Model for an Emerging Field (Dostilio, 2017b).

As part of that research, a number of critical commitments also sur-
faced, which describe principles adopted by CEPs who prioritize transfor-
mation of institutions toward more just and emancipatory environments, 
attend to issues of power, and cultivate authenticity in their relationships 
(Hernandez & Pasquesi, 2017). It would be wrong to categorize these pri-
orities as competencies; they are commitments honed through deeply 
reflective and critical practice. They are threaded across our praxis, inter-
woven with the daily expectations of work in higher education, and tested 
repeatedly. Even though they are not competencies, these critical commit-
ments are an important part of the CEP model and make visible the politi-
cal nature of the work. As a result, in the preliminary competency model 
(Dostilio et al., 2017) and in the chapters of this book, critical commit-
ments are presented alongside competencies but are mentioned separately 
to illustrate their importance and distinction. The chapters introduce 
areas of competence to readers and provide opportunities to reflect on 
these areas. Each chapter concludes with questions meant to help readers 
deepen their critical sensibilities and commitments.
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6  The Community Engagement Professional’s Guidebook

Identifying the knowledge, skills, and dispositions necessary for CEPs 
to foster second-generation engagement makes the tools of our work vis-
ible and claims that a threshold of knowledge is necessary to do this work 
adequately. Reflecting on how one becomes a craftsperson, Crawford 
(2009) described how we have lost facility with the tools of the trades, 
and in many cases, actively seek to hide away the inner workings of the 
machinery on which we rely. His writing is about the literal use of tools 
in manual work. We invoke his ideas to illustrate a similar idea: Without 
articulating the basic building blocks of our practice and requesting CEPs 
have proficiency with its tools, we unwittingly offer various misconcep-
tions of our practice. We may construct an image of the CEP as a char-
ismatic thought leader with little need to attend to the intricacies and 
technical aspects of practice such as risk management, staff development, 
or meeting facilitation.

Alternatively, we may construct an image of supporting community 
engagement as unskilled work that can be done by just about anyone 
(with a small stipend and a course release). Given the decades of expe-
rience and the mountain of scholarship that has been written since the 
earliest innovators took up community engagement, there is no reason 
for new CEPs to move forward blindly. And yet, job descriptions con-
tinue to be developed by people who are unfamiliar with this area of 
work and positions are filled by people with very little preparation. It is 
difficult to have confidence in the work of these peers, certainly at the 
outset, and yet some of them who find good mentors, seek support to 
attend professional development experiences, and are curious learners 
can evolve into strong colleagues and change agents in their institutions. 
Yet their growth depends on the nature of the content and experiences 
of the mentor, professional development programs, and the information 
consulted. Moreover, it is dependent on the willingness of these people’s 
supervisor and institution to support and provide resources for their 
development.

The issue of having confidence in our peers is an important one. The 
Latin roots of the words competence, cognizance, and responsibility (Rychen 
& Salganik, 2001) suggest an expectation for peers of a profession to rec-
ognize and feel responsible for a high standard of practice. We offer this 
book as a structured way for people in our field to find a path toward com-
petence using a coconstructed, reciprocally validated model that emerged 
from our colleagues in the field. We hope to enhance the confidence we 
have in our unknown peers, which is essential in this new environment 
in which most colleges and universities have engagement units. These 
personnel are beginning to move about, relocating geographically to seek 
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The Pathway  7

new professional opportunities as frequently as in other areas of academia. 
Without a common practice framework, it is difficult to determine whether 
their notion of engagement practice and their skill set are commensurate 
with an institution’s agenda and practice of community engagement.

In addition to presenting the skills and tools inherent in our work, the 
effort to articulate a competency model for an emerging profession is a 
direct response to the potential loss of art and soul in community engage-
ment administration. Without a strong professionalizing effort that prior-
itizes artful practice and critical commitments, the explosive growth in the 
number of centers and personnel will lead, and in some cases already has 
led, to some degree of soulless practice.

Preparing for the Journey
The competency model (Dostilio, 2017b) is a road map that charts the 
course for CEPs. This book is the travel guide for the journey. Using the 
competency model, we hope to help CEPs develop greater levels of abil-
ity and confidence in their work. Toward the beginning of each chapter, 
we offer a table listing the competencies explored in that chapter. The rest 
of the chapter is then organized by areas of competence under their cor-
responding headings. Competence is gained through didactic education, 
socialization, experiential learning, practice, mentorship, and knowl-
edge of ethical standards, or in this case critical commitments (Bowman, 
West, Berman, & van Wart, 2016). A minimal integration of competency 
occurs when we automate our practice through repetition. A moderate 
integration occurs when we couple reflection with practice. Intense inte-
gration, or transformative integration, occurs when we employ critical self- 
reflection and cultivate an openness to change (Baartman & de Bruijn, 2011). 
We endeavor to offer a transformative integration of competency by empha-
sizing the technical and artful practice of community engagement support. 
Consider, for example, a carpenter, who can have technical knowledge of 
how to build a house and have the necessary tools, but it does not mean the 
house will be finely crafted. Glover (2010) described craftsmanship as 

the quality that comes from creating with passion, care, and attention to 
detail. It is a quality that is honed, refined, and practiced over the course of 
a career. . . . Craftsmanship, obviously, isn’t something that just happens. It 
requires a great deal of time, patience and effort. . . . Craftsmanshp is the 
difference between good design and great design. (para. 6)

We feel these characteristics are applicable to the work of CEPs.
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8  The Community Engagement Professional’s Guidebook

The Purpose of This Guide
This guidebook is intended to provide a description of highly effective 
practices used among those who have administrative and leadership 
responsibilities for supporting community engagement in institutions of 
higher education and to offer a road map on how to deepen and enrich 
one’s practice. Although this work is labeled administration, it requires 
exercising leadership, which can take many different forms. Like the word 
competency, the term leadership has various understandings. For us, lead-
ership takes the following forms: (a) stewarding, which is being responsi-
ble for what is entrusted to us; (b) facilitating, which is crafting processes 
and spaces that allow collaborators to call forth a shared vision; and (c) 
shepherding, which does not mean leading from the front but includes 
being right in the middle, in the thick of things, working alongside others, 
even taking up the rear, and nudging people along the path.

The audiences for the book are CEPs at various stages of their careers, 
those who aspire to become CEPs such as graduate students, and those 
responsible for hiring, supervising, and mentoring CEPs. Professionals 
currently practicing will use this book in a variety of ways. For some, the 
content complements their existing professional development activities 
(e.g., attending conferences and mentoring) and promotes more regular 
reflective practice and clarity about changes to their practice. For others 
who do not have access to institutionally supported professional devel-
opment or who find themselves working alone, this book may be their 
primary source of professional development guidance. In addition to 
individual readers, the book is also suited to groups of CEPs who seek a 
resource to support their peer learning communities, professional devel-
opment workshops, institutes, or retreats.

We use a conversational tone throughout this book because we feel 
this is a conversation among colleagues. Imagine us riding with you along 
the journey. As we were writing this book, we reflected on how we have 
introduced this information to our mentees, what our mentors have said 
to us, or the facilitation methods we’ve seen and delivered in workshops 
that were really outstanding. We consulted colleagues, asking for their 
guidance. What began as a movement 25 years ago has evolved into a 
robust field (Welch, 2016). Simply, we are writing from the field to the 
field, having a conversation. Because we are not with you to have this 
conversation in person, we’ve interspersed opportunities to stop, pause, 
and reflect throughout the narrative to engage with us in these pages, 
which is what Baartman and de Bruijn (2011) call the practice of critical 
self-reflection.
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The Pathway  9

Following this introductory chapter, the remaining nine chapters 
are organized around different functional areas typical of community 
engagement practice, based on research on the competencies of CEPs 
(Dostilio, 2017b), and engagement infrastructure (Welch & Saltmarsh, 
2013). Chapter 2 concerns adopting and promoting the public purposes of 
higher education; chapter 3, leading change in higher education; chapter 4, 
institutionalizing community engagement; chapter 5, knowing about the 
administration of community engagement programs and units; chapter 6, 
doing the administration of community engagement programs and units; 
chapter 7, facilitating students’ civic learning and development; chapter 8, 
facilitating faculty development; chapter 9, cultivating high-quality com-
munity-campus partnerships; and chapter 10, implementing anchor insti-
tution programs.

The images of journey, path, road, trail, and guide are important to 
us. In our humble opinion, most people misunderstand roadtripping. The 
kind of journey we’re taking here doesn’t involve getting on the highway 
and sailing on through, no stops, no distractions. It’s not linear. As the 
saying goes, it’s the journey, not the destination that matters. The journey 
we’re offering aligns with Scanlon’s (2011) view of professionals developing 
deeper and deeper levels of expertise iteratively and through socialization 
and mentorship among their colleagues. Roadtripping, when done well, 
is filled with adventures of discovery. We drive for a while, then stop, and 
encounter something new or something we’ve heard about but haven’t yet 
experienced. We talk with people about their lives and escapades. We chat 
with our fellow roadtrippers about the journey. Despite having a planned 
route, we detour easily, accepting that the unexpected is where the payoff 
lies and knowing that we will have bumps along the way. Once home, we 
revisit the mementos we collected, finding new meaning when reflecting 
in different seasons of our lives on the journey we’ve had and the moments 
along the way. We revisit places, particularly those we didn’t exhaustively 
explore, and we take new friends with us.

The imagery we use is also concerned with pathmaking (Brook et al., 
2010). Learning is often concerned with following a predetermined path 
of content and instruction. Pathmaking involves setting out on “a collabo-
rative quest for learning that encompasses exploration of the unknown, 
discovering new understandings” to facilitate the “richly textured, rela-
tional and passionate process through which creative possibilities emerge” 
(Brook et al., 2010, p. 657). Each chapter in this book contains an explana-
tion of the competencies associated with the particular chapter (a path 
of knowledge), interspersed with a variety of tools such as practice case 
studies, activities in boxes titled “Compass Point,” and questions to deepen 
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10  The Community Engagement Professional’s Guidebook

our critical commitments, which we hope readers will discuss with others 
as a means to develop their own group of supportive travelers who engage 
with them in pathmaking.

We invite you to begin this journey by pausing and reflecting on your 
own personal trailhead and starting point by responding to the prompts 
in Box 1.1.

Deepening Our Critical Commitments: 
Questions to Ask
The remaining chapters of this book concludes with dedicated prompts 
to help you consider the critical commitments associated with each area 
of the competency model. As discussed previously, critical commitments 
drive the CEP to attend to issues of power, privilege, and equity. We begin 
this reflective process by asking the following questions:

1. The word competency conveys a range of notions and meaning. 
What does the word competence mean to you?

2. As professionals, we develop, use, and rely on tools to help us do 
our work. We can build a shed or we can build a mansion with the 
same tools. The difference is the development and application of 
being a craftsperson. What makes one a craftsperson or artist versus 
a technician?

3. Reflect on how you’ve been prepared up to this point for the chal-
lenges of CEP work. What was it that you saw or experienced about 
this work that made you want to pursue it professionally?

4. People’s preconceived notions and assumptions of leadership may 
not match the artful performance of a CEP. What are the typical 
notions of leadership? What do others (e.g., administrators, com-
munity partners, etc.) perceive to be the role of a CEP, and what do 
they assume about the work?

5. Is it reasonable to expect to be an artisan in every aspect of the prac-
tice presented here? Briefly review the competencies listed at the 
start of each chapter. Critically reflect on your current skill level or 
lack of it. Which of these areas are you most drawn to? Are you seek-
ing to amplify your strengths or remediate your weaknesses?

box 1.1  
Compass Point: The Pathway
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The Pathway  11

1. In what ways has consideration of power and privilege been incor-
porated into your work as a CEP? Do these issues create discom-
fort? With whom and why?

2. What does equity-centered community engagement practice look 
like?

3. Because certain terms and concepts resonate better than others at 
different institutions, what is the key vocabulary and characteriza-
tion of critically informed engagement used at your institution? 
What are the semantic land mines to avoid on your campus?

If the language of critical perspective is new to you, we suggest you 
read Hernandez and Pasquesi (2017).

Note
1. The CEP Project developed a robust literature review to identify the areas 

of skill, knowledge, and disposition needed for a CEP to foster second-generation 
community engagement. These three areas, referred to as competencies, were refined 
and validated by more than 400 CEPs and resulted in the development of the Prelim-
inary Competency Model for Community Engagement Professionals (Dostilio, 2017b).
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