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A Decade of Refinement: The Synergis Advantage 

As the organization approaches ten years in operation, we take stock of the continuous improvement and 

evolution of our company. Part of this includes feedback from our institutional partners; excerpts from 

their responses are included below. The upshot? We have grown more effective and more sharply pointed 

over the years and provide our partner institutions with resources, expertise, and approaches that truly 

combine to make “the Synergis Advantage.” 

As we meet with higher education leaders across the country, we are privileged to engage with 

highly motivated professionals convinced of the importance of what they do, yet equally aware 

of the challenging times they operate in. Even without the COVID pandemic, colleges and 

universities have been faced with a crowded and highly competitive market, rising costs, and 

changing consumer demographics and expectations. And time, like resources, is always in short 

supply. Whatever the visual appeal of our PowerPoints and the elegance of our exposition, 

when I sit across a table with leaders (or Zoom with them) their expressions hint at an 

underlying question. While people in higher education are invariably polite, it’s not unusual to 

have them eventually come out and ask: “Why Synergis?” 

And my answer: 

Synergis Education specializes in targeted innovation with an approach and expertise 

uniquely aligned with higher education. 

Let’s unpack this a bit. 

Our underlying theory is this: the pressing challenge in 

higher education today is not how to redesign the academy, 

but rather how to engage in targeted innovation while 

staying true to academic values. 

“…the program they identified 
through market research and the 
program they helped us to build is 

frankly, now exceeding all 
enrollment expectations…” 

–H. Ishiyama, Provost and Sr. VP
La Roche University 
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This concept springs from our understanding of the 

academy, its strengths and weaknesses, and its culture. We 

have deep operational knowledge of how institutions 

work, of the profound emotional investment people have 

in the status quo, as well as the very complex nature of the 

educational enterprise itself. As a result, we are advocates 

of the art of the possible. We stress an approach that is 

limited, targeted, and incremental. We advocate building 

on strengths while exploiting opportunities. 

 

 

Opportunity 

Targeted Innovation requires a thorough understanding of 

the interplay between demographics, the economy, career 

potential, finances, and the landscape of current academic programs. We look for occupational 

fields that offer credentialed individuals rewarding careers—fields that are projected to see 

strong growth over the next decade. There is potential here. It is why Synergis has evolved from 

an organization supporting largely undergraduate business programs to one that generates ¾ of 

its revenue from healthcare programs, and the balance from innovative programs at the 

graduate level in education.  

 

We look for opportunity. In the competitive landscape, are colleges and universities doing 

enough to meet the demands of students and the demand of the market? Are institutional 

approaches and services up to the expectations of 21st Century Learners? Are we providing 

enhanced access to learning? Are our systems efficient? Are our programs relevant to student 

needs? If not, here is where Synergis can make a difference. 

 

We looked at the landscape and saw opportunities for our partners: 

• Nursing programs with unique design and delivery approaches meant to address the 

nationwide nursing shortage, and the fact that current nursing programs turn away 

thousands of qualified applicants annually. 

• Doctoral programs creatively structured to answer the Council of Graduate Schools’ 

decades-long call “to encourage graduate schools and universities to develop and model 

intervention projects designed to both improve completion rates and reduce attrition.” 

 

 

Innovation 

But market potential or student demand is not enough. It also requires a response that is 

innovative enough to meet needs and expectations. 

 

“This focus has allowed them to 
develop a deep understanding of 

academic and market trends, best 
practices, and effective promotion 

and recruiting methods. I am 
especially impressed with their data-
driven approach to decision making 

and strategy development.” 
  

–C. Hegranes, Interim Dean, 
 School of Adult learning and New 

Initiatives,  
Alverno College 
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In our experience, academic leaders are keenly aware of potential growth opportunities. What 

they are also keenly aware of are resource limitations. Through our partnerships, we combine 

our financial strength, marketing acumen, and operational 

expertise with the underlying strengths of the institution. 

In short, we provide the support to make institutional 

vision a reality.  

 

In practical terms, Synergis provides expertise that can 

assist its partners to engage in smart program design 

where sequence, pricing, and services create an 

economically viable program for three groups: the 

institution, Synergis and, most importantly, the student. 

 

On a more macro level, Synergis does this while helping 

our partners stay true to their institutional missions. Our activities co-exist and do not supplant 

more traditional approaches. Our experts work collegially with our partners. And all our efforts 

are aligned with institutional missions and vision. 

 

In fact, a core inspiration for our Founding CEO was an 

organization offering best-in-class services to institutions 

that simultaneously understood, respected, and worked 

diligently to support the educational endeavor. As we 

reflect on our journey to date and our hopes for what we 

can do for institutions tomorrow, we couldn’t ask for a 

better estimation than one recently provided to us from 

Debbie Cottrell, president of Texas Lutheran University: 

 

 

 

 

“I have found Synergis to be extremely responsive, to demonstrate ongoing understanding of 

our goals, and to be unwaveringly focused on success in terms of both delivery of a quality 

program and in terms of enrollment and financial return.” 

 

 

The Author 

John J. Donohue is a higher educational professional with more than thirty years’ experience in 

higher education teaching, administration, and leadership. He has served as tenured professor, 

dean, vice president, provost and acting president and has been with Synergis Education for 

almost all its existence. He is an expert on curricular design and program development and 

currently serves as Chief Academic and Development Officer for Synergis Education. 

“… we have grown to appreciate the 
quick response from Synergis to 

assist us in addressing 
opportunities… (w)orking with 

Synergis has definitely allowed TLU 
to move forward in a timely and 

effective manner…well beyond what 
we could have achieved on our own.” 

 

–D. Cottrell, President  
Texas Lutheran University 

“…the accomplishments being 
achieved are a result of the 

intentional partnership approach 
taken by Synergis in this endeavor.” 

 

–D. Barnett, Exec. VP and CFO 
Brenau University 

––– 

“The Synergis team respects the 
value of academic integrity.” 

  

–H. Ishiyama, Provost and Sr. VP 
 La Roche University 
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