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PRAISE FOR MICHAEL HOROWITZ 
& THE COMMUNITY SOLUTION




These days, challenges are coming to institutions of higher education from many directions. Unfortunately, change often happens slowly, then suddenly. Silos, secrecy, and pride inhibit organizational change when adaptation is required. Two decades ago, the opportunity to partner with Michael Horowitz and the presidents of the independent schools of professional psychology allowed our institutions to significantly expand our programs, student bodies, and impacts. This innovative educator brings his sensible yet inspired formula for sharing information, infrastructure, and support to allow colleges to focus more completely on their faculty, students, and mission. This is a must-read for educational leaders at a critical time.


—Nicholas Covino, president, William James College


In the book The Power of Beliefs in Business, I took a deep, decade-long dive into the enormous impact that our beliefs have on our organizations and our lives. As William James once wrote, “Belief creates the actual fact.” Change our beliefs, and we change the way we work and, in the process, the world around us. I am confident that the beliefs that Michael Horowitz shares here—beliefs in the value of collaboration, kindness, shared knowledge, and generosity of spirit—would make a much gentler, more positive, and more productive world. If you have grown weary of the egocentric silo mentality that is so common in the modern workplace, read this book! And then follow Michael’s lead toward a more collaborative and more inspiring academic ecosystem.


—Ari Weinzweig, cofounder, Zingerman’s Community of Businesses


I was there at the beginning. I was a senior officer at the Western Association of Schools and Colleges Senior College and University Commission when it threw open the door for innovation and Michael Horowitz walked through that door. As the accreditor, we helped shape The Community Solution Education System governance model, then The Community Solution shaped the future of higher education in the region and beyond.


—Richard Winn, former senior vice president, WASC Senior College and University Commission; president, WASC Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges; and secretary, Commission on Osteopathic College Accreditation


In this important book, Michael Horowitz identifies a key issue that undermines the effectiveness and growth of colleges and universities—the lack of transparency and collaboration within institutions and systems and across the entire higher education sector. His solution is radical cooperation, the principle and practice that has driven the great success of The Community Solution Education System and each of its colleges and universities. Educators everywhere who want higher education to do better in delivering on its promise should read this book.


—Teri Cannon, founding president, Minerva University


At a time when small, under-resourced colleges are closing at a rate of one per week, The Community Solution makes a convincing argument for banding together to not just survive but to thrive. Better yet, Michael Horowitz provides practical guidance and real-world examples of how to break down the silos that imperil so many wonderful but struggling colleges.


—Paul LeBlanc, former president, Southern New Hampshire University
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To the love of my life, my wife, Jeannie.


Your deep support, encouragement, wisdom, and love as we co-regulate our partnership as parents and professionals have given me more than I have ever dared to dream.




 


PREFACE


That I have become chancellor of a system of six distinct institutions of higher education, bound together within a framework I call “radical cooperation” and with the express purpose of serving students who tend to be overlooked by the few dozen colleges mainstream media considers worthy of attention, surprises and delights me. I think it would have delighted, but perhaps not surprised, my parents.


We all learn from our experiences, but individuals differ greatly in how they internalize the lessons and feedback they receive in their developing years. My life experiences informed a deep belief that bringing varied perspectives together can add immense value to all sorts of ventures. And while some of us remain isolated by choice or circumstance, others enjoy and grow from broad exposure to people with different ideas and cultures.


My parents always said, “You have to have a profession.” They drilled the value of an education into me as I grew up in New York City, where they arrived as immigrants without the comfort of a steady income. They were Yiddish actors who lost their parents and other family members in the Holocaust, a family background that no doubt has led to my quest to understand human behavior, what divides people, and what brings them together.


My parents lived through unimaginable change. My father was born in the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1909 in the city of Czernowitz, now in Ukraine, where mass murders and deportations devastated a sizable Jewish ghetto during World War II. My mother, ten years younger, grew up in what is now called Vilnius, Lithuania, which was then a Jewish cultural center where her father was a Yiddish theater producer. Vilna, as it was known by its Jewish population at the beginning of World War II, changed hands between Poland, Lithuania, and the Soviet Union. Jewish war refugees fled to the city in 1939 and 1940 before it fell to the Nazis in 1941. Tens of thousands of Jews were then massacred, bringing the thriving Jewish community of nearly eighty thousand to almost zero.


Both of my parents made it to Moscow and attended the same Yiddish theater school, years apart. When the war came, my father ended up in a Siberian labor camp. My mother and her drama school colleagues were basically war refugees on the run across the Soviet Union, making their way to the Asian part of that vast nation. The Yiddish actors were smuggled out of the country to Allied Europe in 1945 and formed a troupe sponsored by the US Army to provide cultural nurture and entertainment in Yiddish to Holocaust survivors in relocation camps. My parents ended up in Germany in 1949, but my mother refused to stay. After some negotiation, they moved to Boston and eventually settled in New York City. By then, my father was forty-nine, and it was not in the cards for him to make a career as an actor. While my mother remained a working actress with an income supplemented by temporary jobs, my father went into sales.


When I was growing up, my parents emphasized education as the way to prosper in America. As an immigrant, my mother could not always provide the answers I sought as a child and would instead reply, “Is there someone you can ask?” On reflection, the notion that it is OK to ask someone for help attuned me to a lifelong belief that building connections and community can be just as strong, if not stronger, than independent intelligence for success.


I learned more about cooperation and leadership in middle school when my mother sent me off to participate in Young Judaea. Founded in 1909 as a peer-led Zionist youth movement, Young Judaea opened me up to new experiences and interesting dialogues, and it really became a second home to me. It had local chapters and summer camps and provided the prospect of yearlong trips to Israel after high school. I saw teenagers figuring out how to run complex academic and social programs. They were creating a vision and planning significant events for peers and younger kids. As a high school student, I became part of the national group’s local leadership and started thinking about where I was headed for a career. A friend I met in Young Judaea was the one who, several years later, suggested clinical psychology. “You get to solve other people’s problems while figuring out your own,” he said.


I deferred my acceptance to Columbia University for one year when Young Judaea nominated me to attend the Institute for Youth Leaders from Abroad in Israel, which drew participants from a diversity of Jewish groups. At the time, I recognized the importance of education and was looking forward to my studies at Columbia—but I also knew that Columbia would be there when I returned. The experience with Young Judaea was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. This perspective has stayed with me throughout my career: Take every meeting and explore every opportunity to learn something new.


I had thought of myself as worldly, being from New York, but in Jerusalem, the program leader was from South Africa, and I met peers from France, Argentina, and Morocco who blew away my America-centric worldview. Inspired by my experiences, I returned to Israel for my junior year of college at Columbia—a journey that would later fuel my passion for creating transformative study abroad programs, as you’ll discover in the chapters that follow.


Writing this book has allowed me to reflect on my life’s journey, as well as that of my parents—with an emphasis on how our environments and histories influence who we are and how we can ultimately build the greater good by working together and radically cooperating.


I argue, based on my background as a clinical psychologist, my life experiences, and my years of higher education leadership, that more productive problem-solving occurs when people from diverse backgrounds and perspectives work as a group rather than as individuals. I have learned to deeply value and appreciate the input of others and seek out individuals who bring with them a professional background that differs from mine. The path forward presented in the pages ahead relies not on our individual abilities to compete for the same resources but on our ability to work and learn together.




 


INTRODUCTION


Why This Book?


The environment in higher education these days can feel overwhelming. We hear calls for college and university presidents to cut costs while expanding resources, broaden access while increasing success, reform and innovate yet stay true to tradition, and even justify their institution’s value. Leaders may feel overwhelmed by the challenges of competing for student enrollment and donor dollars, as well as navigating changing political obstacles and public skepticism about higher education’s mission and value. For some, this anxiety has caused them to pull inward—close ranks and isolate themselves—in order to maintain a sense of control in a seemingly chaotic situation.


College and university leaders need successful new models and methods of operating, and the path forward presented in the pages ahead is exactly that. It relies not on our individual desires to compete for the same resources but on our ability to work and learn together. This book shows how The Community Solution Education System was able to go from a single organization to a system of nonprofit institutions that retain their core missions and ability to serve students while sharing a larger brain trust and the increasingly complex and costly infrastructure needed to operate a modern university.


While this book is not necessarily a road map, I aim to show how leaders in higher education can come together to help each other innovate and grow, as well as confront challenges on the academic, administrative, and financial fronts. This must happen within individual institutions but can also take place powerfully across institutions whose leaders embrace what I call “radical cooperation,” a philosophy of intentional collaboration in which diverse entities and individuals align their strengths, share accountability, and prioritize collective success over individual gains.


The incentive to change the way we’ve done things is no longer just about innovation. Many institutions are facing existential threats. The Community Solution has been able to stabilize colleges that were on the brink of going under, as well as create a new university for health sciences and new structures for existing colleges, all the while reorganizing and launching many programs that serve important societal needs. The System has been able to lift its community of universities into an “abundance and invest framework” rather than the sadly common “cut to survive” scenarios we see across much of higher education today.


This book unfolds in three distinct parts, each building on the foundation laid by the previous sections. First, I explore the systemic challenges facing colleges and universities today. In chapter 1, I examine the crossroads at which higher education stands—caught between tradition and transformation, with mounting fiscal pressures, changing student demographics, and eroding public trust. The chapter highlights how siloed operations and outdated governance structures perpetuate inefficiencies that ultimately hurt student outcomes.


Next, in chapter 2, I show how The Community Solution Education System provides a deliberate response to those challenges. I share our founding vision of radical cooperation among institutions and explain how our innovative governance model allows colleges and universities to retain their distinct identities while benefiting from shared infrastructure and strategic alignment.


In chapter 3, using the model of radical cooperation, I show how we’ve reimagined governance, shared infrastructure, and institutional collaboration. The chapter outlines our approach to board empowerment, operational accountability, and the comprehensive institutional support that allows member colleges to focus on their educational missions.


The next section, part II, takes readers behind the scenes of building and implementing our collaborative model, including, in chapter 4, how I have drawn from my experiences in both for-profit and nonprofit education to illustrate the delicate balance between mission-driven education and sound business principles. Through the story of The Chicago School’s transformation from financial crisis to sustainable growth, I demonstrate how business acumen can enhance rather than diminish educational quality.


In chapter 5, I recount the formation of The Community Solution Education System, from early presidential networking efforts to our first institutional expansion with Pacific Oaks College. The chapter reveals the strategic considerations, challenges, and successes we encountered while developing a new model for higher education cooperation.


Finally, part III outlines in detail the key elements of radical cooperation and provides a practical framework that shows how we implement collaborative approaches in an institutional context.


In chapters 6 through 12, I break down the essential elements that make radical cooperation possible: leveraging institutional “Niche Superpowers,” fostering “Two-Way Learning,” embracing “Productive Humility,” taking “Healthy Risk,” maintaining “A Global Perspective,” cultivating “Continuous Urgency,” and uniting around “An Inspired Vision.” Each chapter offers concrete examples and actionable strategies that leaders can adapt to their own institutions.


The book concludes with a call for a paradigm shift in how we think about higher education leadership—moving from isolation to interconnection, from competition to collaboration, and from short-term survival to sustainable impact.


Throughout these pages, I share not only theoretical frameworks but also personal experiences, institutional case studies, and practical wisdom gained from four decades in higher education. My hope is that this book will serve as both an inspiration and a road map for leaders ready to embrace radical cooperation as the path forward in an increasingly complex higher education landscape.


The goal is to inspire college and university chancellors, presidents, academic leaders, staff, trustees, donors, funders, and students aspiring to lead. I write from experience—as a faculty member and academic leader, as president of The Chicago School from 2000 to 2010, and now as chancellor of The Community Solution Education System, the national integrated nonprofit higher education system I founded. In the pages ahead, you’ll discover how we’ve defied conventional wisdom, reshaping expectations in ways few people would imagine possible in higher education—and how you can too.




 


PART I


THE HIGHER EDUCATION DILEMMA


In this first section, we examine the fundamental challenges faced by higher education today, from financial pressures and shifting public perceptions to the siloed mentality that prevents meaningful collaboration. We’ll explore how these issues converge to create a perfect storm that traditional approaches cannot weather, setting the stage for a radically different solution.




 


CHAPTER 1


The Problem That Needed to Be Solved


The Crossroads of Higher Education


Higher education is at a crossroads. For too long, universities operated as public trusts—institutions driven by tradition and bolstered by private and public funding rather than by a clear, competitive mandate. Carrying on long-standing traditions and ways of operating was sufficient to keep institutions going. Now, with mounting fiscal pressures and an ever-expanding business and regulatory apparatus, as well as the demand to stay abreast of complex and evolving technologies, institutions are forced to redefine their core purpose, figuring out how to make ends meet while recruiting, retaining, and, most importantly, teaching students.


At one end of the spectrum is a tiny portion of nearly four thousand institutions that have turned education into a high-end brand. They charge premium prices across undergraduate, graduate, and nondegree programs, capitalizing on a carefully curated image of selectivity and often lucrative sports deals. Their focus remains on inputs—brand prestige and exclusive admissions—rather than on the transformative outcomes of education. The role of the media in focusing on these elites advances a copycat syndrome and a rankings arms race wherein much of the sector believes they must operate as close to this elite model as possible.


Meanwhile, the majority of institutions are trying to do too many things at once. They struggle to articulate a distinct identity, often falling into a trap of overemphasizing research metrics in order to compete (or because they imagine they are competing or need to compete) with the elites, creating bloated administrative structures and academic foci that are not student-centered. They fall into the maze of regulatory compliance required by municipalities, states, the federal government, and a vast array of accreditors—all in an environment where outside lawyers are looking to take advantage of any slipups. In the process, they neglect the core mission of education: truly engaging with students.


The Crisis of Public Confidence


Public opinion has shown us that US higher education is not always doing all the things we say we believe in and stand for. As a result, policymakers and the public have been souring on the sector for more than a decade.


In 2009, in part pushed over the edge by the Great Recession, dozens of colleges began shutting down, and the surviving institutions were seeking ways to improve student outcomes but didn’t have the resources or support they needed. Confidence in the value of a college degree waned as graduates failed to find the job prospects that they were promised. And, unfortunately, even as the economy recovered, the problems persisted.


Those poor outcomes, along with massive swings in regulatory perspectives with each administration, the demographic cliff, and unsustainable discounting, left a significant number of colleges and universities unable to cope with the broader societal shifts. Today, the research continues to show long-term social and economic upward mobility for those who complete one or more degrees, but we increasingly hear of mounting student debt and unemployment as well.


Now, in 2025, the Great Recession’s impact on higher education is being eclipsed by federal mandates demanding changes, often transformative, in the sector. The negative effect will most likely be worse than it was in 2009 because the higher education sector is weaker and more stuck than before and is not able to pivot and change. Moody’s recently revised its outlook for the sector to “negative,” citing federal research cuts; actions to eliminate diversity, equity, and inclusion programs; deep cuts to the Department of Education workforce; the potential for reductions in Pell Grants; disruptions of student loans; the expansion of the endowment tax; and a drop in foreign-student visas. In response, institutions are pausing capital investments, freezing hiring, and cutting spending.


As this book moves toward publication, we’ve experienced what amounts to a major downsizing of the US Department of Education. And, unfortunately, the fact is that higher education would be hard-pressed to demonstrate that its outcomes have meaningfully improved since the department’s creation forty-five years ago. Meanwhile, a growing number of colleges’ and universities’ financial situations have significantly worsened. In 2013, Clayton Christensen and his coauthor, Michael Horn, predicted a 25 percent closure or merger rate for struggling institutions within ten to fifteen years. Recent data suggests this forecast was spot on.1


Is it any wonder, then, that the sector itself has now been downgraded? While the sector today faces massive ongoing and anticipated disruptions brought on by the new administration, it is not well-equipped—with respect to resources, resilience, or innovation capacity—to respond. Nor can the sector’s many challenges be attributed solely to governmental changes. The problems of mission drift, declining enrollment, archaic pedagogy, and poor financial stewardship, among others, have been building for years.


Adding to the challenges are higher education governance structures that seem increasingly outdated and ineffective. Boards, often seen as ill-informed, detached from the realities of university life, and out of touch, contribute to a culture that replicates costly roles across institutions instead of embracing scalable, student-centered solutions.


Faculty members, who were raised as researchers, don’t want to think of themselves as training a workforce but instead believe they are educating citizens and, at the most extreme, guiding the next generation of professors, trained for jobs in the academy that no longer exist, as it has changed. The assumption is that the rest will take care of itself when, in fact, educated engagement with the society around us is a big part of the answer. Developing a skilled workforce does not stand in contrast to educating better citizens. A liberal arts education that professes to nurture an open mind often operates and is increasingly seen as siloed and out of touch.


There have been many clever and scathing critiques of the status quo. Rest assured, boards and administrators often fall into rigid patterns and can’t see or aren’t willing to chart new pathways as well. Indeed, the writing and speechmaking that attempt to provide innovative solutions are few and far between. Yet the only way out of the stagnation, in my view, is to truly break with the many conventions that keep us mired in the past, moving around the deck chairs on the Titanic.


The Student Success Imperative


The imperative is clear: To thrive, higher education must shed outdated models and reinvent itself. We can find examples of ways to do this on an institutional level at a few universities that have been willing to defy convention, such as Arizona State and Southern New Hampshire. In those instances, we see not only a recalibration of priorities—shifting from the allure of Ivy League-esque prestige to a focus on the tangible, sometimes messy, work of truly educating a large swath of students. We also see a commitment to bold leadership and significant change, such as de-emphasizing selectivity in favor of access and student outcomes; doing away with unneeded bureaucracy, including the admissions maze; and shrinking the board’s size, with a focus on strategy. At both universities, the economic success of their recalibration has created resources that have strengthened many of their traditional elements, such as research, financial aid, and campus life. In short, we see a win-win versus a zero-sum game.
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