A sociologist at heart,
Curran reshaped the
University in his 14-year
tenure as president

D

aniel J. Curran
traveled to China
in the spring of
2002 with an eye
on the future. The
cadence of the trip
itself was familiar — an academic
exchange filled
with formalities to help bridge a cultural
divide. But this time, just two months
before he would become the University
of Dayton’s 18th president, Curran envisioned a grander path of globalization.
He traveled with Fred Pestello, who
was provost at the University of Dayton, and Greg Dell’Omo, associate vice
president at Saint Joseph’s University
in Philadelphia, where Curran served as
executive vice president and vice president for academic affairs. As Curran participated in a signing ceremony between
the University of Dayton and Nanjing
University, a ritual that signals the start
of a relationship, Pestello leaned over
to Dell’Omo and whispered, “Can he do
that? He isn’t even president yet.”
“Welcome to the world of Dan
Curran,” replied Dell’Omo, who is now
president of Rider University in Lawrenceville, New Jersey.
Bold and strategic, high-energy and
personable, Curran doesn’t like to wait.
He had a vision for the future of higher
education, a streak of impatience and
the tenacity to make things happen —
characteristics that would enable him to
bring meaningful change to the University as it embarked on a new millennium.
“It was clear that Dan was going to be
an ambitious president who was going to
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push the University in new and exciting directions,” recalls Pestello, who is now president
of Saint Louis University. “Today, there are
hundreds and hundreds of Chinese students
studying at the University of Dayton as a result
of the initiatives that began with that first trip
in 2002.”
The China visit, the first of many in Curran’s 14-year tenure, set the stage for his
presidency, an era in which the University of
Dayton opened to the world and experienced
unprecedented growth. Curran
brought a global perspective — and
so much more.
His legacy can be summed up
most easily by the numbers: From
7,000 undergraduate applicants to
nearly 17,000. From 42 undergraduate international students to 939.
From a campus of 212 acres to 388
acres. From $47.5 million in sponsored research to $98.6 million.
From an endowment of $254 million
to $500.4 million. While other universities had cutbacks and furloughs
during the Great Recession, the
University of Dayton had its pick of
top-choice candidates, growing the
faculty while expanding diversity, academic depth and program breadth.
During Curran’s tenure, the University adapted its academic program to meet the changing times. It
launched the nation’s first accelerated law degree; started physical therapy doctoral and physician assistant practice master’s
programs; introduced one of the nation’s first
bachelor’s degrees in human rights studies;
and offered the state’s first master’s program
in clean and renewable energy. It was the first
American university to open a freestanding institute in Suzhou, China. Today, the University
of Dayton China Institute hosts research and
educational opportunities for students and
faculty and provides educational services to
the workforce of multinational companies at
Suzhou Industrial Park.
In addition, the University redesigned its
undergraduate general education curriculum,
the Common Academic Program; launched
the Dayton Early College Academy, a charter
school serving urban students underrepresented in higher education; and instituted a
Human Rights Center and the Hanley Sustainability Institute.
“It’s been a pretty amazing 14 years of
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change,” says Sandra Yocum, associate professor of religious studies, who was on the presidential search committee that recommended
Curran.
His time in Dayton also can be measured
by his accolades: Leader of the Year from the
Dayton Area Chamber of Commerce; Most
Outstanding Volunteer Citizen from the Dayton Development Coalition for 2006 and 2015;
and the Joseph E. Lowery Human Rights Legacy Award from the Southern Christian Lead-

ership Conference, a civil rights organization
founded by Martin Luther King Jr. In 2011, he
was named one of the 10 most influential people in Dayton. He is the only person to twice
receive the Regional Leader of the Year award
from the Dayton Business Journal.
Yet in keeping with the Marianist spirit
that he has honored at the University, Curran shares the credit. “I came into the right
situation — a solid foundation built on [former
president Brother] Ray Fitz’s legacy, a board
that said, ‘We want you to be bold; we want
you to be yourself,’” he says. “It just allowed
me to move quickly.”
When Curran became president of the
University of Dayton, some may have wondered how the first lay president would maintain the University’s deeply held identity. They
needn’t have worried. Faith and community —
core Marianist values — have always been at
the center of Curran’s life.
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One of three children, Curran grew up in
suburban Philadelphia, where he attended
Catholic schools. In his early childhood, he
belonged to Our Mother of Good Counsel parish in Bryn Mawr and lived on Dayton Road —
perhaps foreshadowing things to come.
Curran was a first-generation college student, and he originally considered studying
engineering. Instead, he decided to major in
business at Saint Joseph’s University in Philadelphia. His father, a truck driver, wasn’t happy when he later announced that he
was switching to sociology.
“What job will a sociologist get?”
his father asked him.
“I’ll be a professor,” replied Curran, who had an abiding interest in
criminology, poverty and social issues.
That would be the first step on a
path to university president.
Curran, 65, spent 23 years at
Saint Joseph’s, a place where he collaborated academically with his wife,
Claire Renzetti, who is also a sociologist (and is now the sociology department chair and Judi Conway Patton
Endowed Chair in the Center for Research on Violence Against Women
at the University of Kentucky). They
met while doctoral students at the
University of Delaware, and together
taught and wrote textbooks, such as
Women, Men & Society, an exploration of gender issues.
Curran made his first trip to China as part
of their honeymoon tour of Asia in 1985, a time
when the Communist nation was still a closed
society and few Americans ventured there. He
was fascinated by China’s internal migrants,
the “floating population” who flouted state
rules about where they must live and traveled
alone to other parts of the country. He saw the
potential to collaborate on criminology research with Chinese academics.
Curran had a sense that China, the most
populous country in the world, would grow as
a global force. Since then, he has made about
50 trips. “Much of what happens with any relationship with China is built on personal relationships. It’s very important that they know
you,” Renzetti says. “He feels very comfortable
in Chinese culture.”
Meanwhile, as a professor at Saint Joseph’s, Curran took on roles that built his administrative and organizational skills and that
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At the same time, Curran had the freedom to act decisively and make the changes he
felt the University needed to remain competitive. He moved with the swiftness of a CEO,
not the ruminative pace of an academic. That
came as a bit of a jolt to the faculty and staff,
who had yet to grow accustomed to his style.
Beth Keyes, vice president for facilities
and campus operations, recalls that shortly
after his arrival, Curran shared his concerns
26
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Blessed William Joseph Chaminade was added, donated by Curran and Renzetti.
In December 2002, just months after taking office, Curran told Keyes he wanted a new
residence hall. It would provide updated space
and enable the University to move students
out of older buildings, which could then be
renovated. It would contain classroom space
and a bookstore.
And he wanted it to open within 18
months. “There’s no way we can plan that and
have it open in 18 months,” Keyes remembers
thinking. But Curran stayed firm. Instead of
spending a year just in design, the project used
a speedier design-build process. Construction
began on Marianist Hall in May 2003, and it
opened in August 2004.
In fact, the timeline inspired the builders
of ArtStreet to accelerate their work so the
housing and multi-arts facility in the student
neighborhood could also open in 2004.
Capitalizing on other opportunities
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required both pragmatic reflection and swift
action. Shortly after Curran was selected,
he learned about ongoing negotiations for a
49-acre site owned by NCR Corp. that could
greatly expand the campus. The catch: Part
of the property was a “brownfield,” a former
factory zone with contaminated soil and
asbestos in the remaining buildings.
After much study, Curran recommended
going forward with the $25 million purchase.
The board of trustees agreed unanimously, and
the sale was finalized in 2005. In partnership with the city of Dayton, the
University obtained about $5.5 million
from two Clean Ohio Revitalization
Fund grants to assist in the cleanup.
In 2010, he proudly announced that
GE Aviation would open a major research facility there. This spring,
Emerson Climate Technologies
opened its own innovation center, The
Helix, which it built on the site.
In 2009, with Dayton still reeling
from the Great Recession, the city lost
its largest company. While NCR announced its move to Georgia, the University underscored its commitment
to the city by purchasing NCR’s former world headquarters. The 115-acre
site contained a sprawling building
with 455,000 square feet of space. The
University of Dayton Research Institute moved into the building. “This
is an exceptional opportunity for the
University of Dayton to invest in our future —
and this region’s destiny,” he said.
No one was surprised that Curran had
stepped forward to boost the region’s fortunes.
He had served on the boards of numerous
community organizations, including as chair
of the Dayton Development Coalition and
as a member of the Dayton Area Chamber of
Commerce. “Dan is looked at throughout the
community as one of the top leaders in the
entire region,” says Jeff Hoagland ’91, president and CEO of the coalition. And the University “has been the economic driver that has
changed the way people perceive the city of
Dayton and the entire region,” he says.

DANIEL J. CURRAN

about the look and feel of the campus. Why
were trucks parked in the center of campus?
And what about those dreadful tennis courts,
surrounded by a chain-link fence? The core
of the campus should be a unifying spot for
students, he said.
“I learned early on that just a passing comment from him is not a passing comment,”
Keyes says. The trucks and tennis courts were
soon moved, replaced by an expansive grassy
mall — and later, a statue of Marianist founder

Presidential Timeline

brought him closer to students — serving as
director of first-year orientation and academic adviser of the men’s and women’s basketball
teams. Eventually, Curran moved into leadership posts: dean, vice president for academic
affairs, executive vice president.
When the University of Dayton began its
presidential search in 2001, the search firm
contacted Curran, but it wasn’t the right time.
The president of Saint Joseph’s had just been
diagnosed with a serious illness, and Curran
and Renzetti were building their
dream house and hadn’t even moved
in.
But the search failed to identify
a suitable candidate, someone who
could connect with faculty, staff and
students and shepherd the University through the emerging challenges
of higher education while remaining
true to the Marianist tradition. The
recruiter contacted Curran again,
and he agreed to visit.
Curran, Renzetti and their two
boys came to campus just before
Christmas in 2001. They met three
times with then-President Brother
Raymond L. Fitz, S.M. ’64. “I was
struck by how humble he was and
his emphasis on community,” recalls
Curran. He also saw a university
with a strong base for growth.
In February 2002, Curran accepted the offer and would begin
in July. At the formal installation the following spring, the University of Dayton rector,
Father Gene Contadino, S.M. ’62, gave Curran
a lapel pin that the Marianists had designed
for him. It features the University’s chapel
dome and the Marianist cross.
“He went out of his way to do this to say,
‘You’re part of the Marianist family,’” says
Curran, who wears the pin every day. “From
the very beginning, I felt the Marianists were
around me all the time. You never feel alone.”

▶

▶

MARCH 2003 —
Men’s basketball wins the
A-10 tournament.

▶

APRIL 2003 — The first
Celebration of the Arts
is held during Curran’s
installation as president.

A
 UGUST 2004 —
The University opens
Marianist Hall, a
$21 million facility to
house 400 first- and
second-year students,
bookstore, post office,
a credit union, the
Emporium and a chapel.

▶

JULY 1, 2002 —
Daniel J. Curran
becomes the 18th
University of Dayton
president.

2002
▶

▶

 UGUST 2002 — The
A
University approves
plans for the Dayton
Early College Academy. DECA was the
first early-college high
school in Ohio, 10th in
the nation, and one of
the five
most
innovative high
schools
in the
U.S., according
to the
Northwest Evaluation
Association.

2003
▶

DECEMBER 2003
— Volleyball reaches
the NCAA tournament
second round for the first
time in University history.
2015 would mark its
11th tournament bid.

2004
▶

MAY 2005 — The
University of Dayton
School of Law starts the
nation’s first five-semester
Juris Doctor degree.

2005

 OVEMBER 2004
N
—Women’s soccer wins
the A-10 championship
after leading the
conference during the
regular season. In 2014, it
would win the program’s
ninth A-10 tournament
championship title.

▶

JULY 12, 2005 — The
University of Dayton
finalizes the purchase of a
49-acre parcel of land and
buildings from NCR Corp.
The property is now
home to Fitz Hall, the
GE Aviation EPISCenter
and The Helix, Emerson
Climate Technologies’
innovation center.

For Curran, improving and expanding
campus was part of a greater vision for the
future. Most of the student body came from
Ohio and the Midwest — a demographic that

See Curran, Page 30
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▶
▶

▶
▶
▶

 AN. 4, 2006 —
J
The University opens
RecPlex, a $25.3 million
recreation center.

2006
▶

▶
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 AY 18, 2006 — The
M
Ohio Board of Regents
approves a Doctor of
Physical Therapy degree
program to prepare
students for well-paying
jobs in a growing health
care field and help
alleviate a shortage of
physical therapists in
the Dayton region. The
program would welcome
its first students in
August.

J
 AN. 24, 2007 —
The Dayton
Development Coalition
names Curran
the region’s most
outstanding leader for
2006. He would receive
the award again in 2016.

2007
▶

O
 CT. 19, 2007 — The
University becomes
one of the first in the
nation to create an
undergraduate program
in human rights studies.
The University would
open its Human Rights
Center in 2015.

 EPT. 15, 2006
S
— The University’s
entrepreneurship
program starts a run
of 10 straight years
ranking in the top 20 of
Entrepreneur magazine’s
annual list.
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 CT. 13, 2008 —
O
Curran signs a national
petition calling for U.S.
President George W.
Bush to reject cruelty
and torture — the first
president of a U.S.
Catholic university to
do so.
N
 OV. 25, 2008 — The
University announces an
anonymous donor’s $10
million gift to support
student scholarships in
the School of Education
and Allied Professions,
School of Business
Administration and
School of Engineering.
It was the largest gift by
an individual to date.

▶

2008
▶

▶

 ARCH 22, 2009
M
— University of Dayton
Arena secures its place in
history as the most-used
venue for NCAA Division I
Men’s Basketball
Championship
games.
March
Madness
has kicked
off at the Arena
since 2001.
 CT. 12, 2009 —
O
The University ranks
No. 1 among Catholic
universities and ties for
second overall in the
“Saviors of Our Cities”
ranking. The University
was singled out as the
“most innovative of all
engaged colleges and
universities.”

▶

▶

▶

2009

N
 OV. 26, 2008 — The
University announces
the creation of the
state’s first master’s
program in renewable
and clean energy. Ohio
companies applaud
the announcement.

▶

N
 OVEMBER 2008
— Men’s soccer wins
the A-10 tournament. In
2015, it would advance
to the second round of
the NCAA tournament
for the first time in
program history.



▶

29,
▶ MARCH


 EB. 25, 2010 — The
F
University starts a string of
four straight appearances
on the President’s Higher
Education Community
Service Honor Roll, the
highest federal recognition
a college or university can
receive for its commitment
to volunteering, service
learning and civic
engagement.
A
 PRIL 1,
2010 — The
University of
Dayton wins
its third men’s
National
Invitational
Tournament championship.

2014 — Men’s
basketball
reaches the
Elite Eight of
the NCAA
Division I Men’s
Basketball Championship.

▶
▶

▶

J
 ULY 6, 2010 — State
officials announce two more
Ohio Centers of Excellence
for the University, bringing
the total to five.

2010

 OVEMBER 2009
N
— Women’s basketball
begins a season that will
culminate in the team’s
first NCAA tournament
appearance. The team
would win bids each year
through 2015, when it
reached the Elite Eight.

▶

 EC. 21, 2009 — The
D
University purchases
NCR World Headquarters
and 115 acres of
surrounding land,
including Old River Park,
bringing campus to
388 acres.

▶ N OV. 22, 2010 — GE

S
 EPT. 17, 2010 — The
Dayton Business Journal
announces Curran as 2010
Regional Leadership Award
winner for making a lasting
impact on business and
the economic health of the
region. He would receive
the award again in 2015.

Aviation announces it will
locate its new Electrical
Power Integrated Systems
Center (EPISCenter) on
the University of Dayton
campus.

▶

DEC. 3, 2010 — The
University of Dayton
becomes the first
American university to
sign a memorandum of
understanding with Suzhou
Industrial Park; the
University of Dayton China
Institute opened 20
months later.

APRIL 15, 2011 — GE
Aviation breaks ground
on the $53 million
EPISCenter — the first
LEED-certified building
on campus.

▶

AUGUST 2011 —
For the first time, the
University enrolls more
than 1,000 international
students (undergraduate,
graduate and Intensive
English Program).

2011
▶

SEPT. 29, 2011 — The
University unveils the
Common Academic
Program, an evolving,
flexible undergraduate
curriculum that is
responsive to the
changing times while
remaining grounded in
Catholic and Marianist
intellectual traditions.

MARCH 13, 2012 —
U.S. President Barack
Obama and British Prime
Minister David Cameron
watch
the
NCAA
Men’s
Division
I Basketball Championship First
Four with UD students
at University of Dayton
Arena.

▶

2012
▶

▶

APRIL 17, 2012 —
The Association for
Student Affairs at
Catholic Colleges and
Universities awards
the University its 2012
Best Practices Award
in the dean of students
category.
AUG. 8, 2012 — Curran
opens the University of
Dayton China Institute in
Suzhou Industrial Park.

JAN. 22, 2013 — The
University of Dayton
announces a new tuition
plan that discloses the
true cost of a degree,
abolishes fees and
guarantees students no
net-price increases from
first year to graduation.
JULY 30, 2013
— Curran signs the
American College and
University Presidents’
Climate Commitment,
committing the
University to becoming
carbon neutral.

2013
▶

NOV. 27, 2013 — The
University announces
a renovation to the
iconic Chapel of the
Immaculate Conception.

▶

DEC. 13, 2013 —
University, GE and state
officials formally
open the GE
Aviation
EPISCenter.

2014 — The
▶ MARCH


▶

 AN. 7, 2015 — The
J
Carnegie Foundation
selects the University
for its 2015 Community
Engagement Classification,
recognizing its longstanding commitment to
community engagement
through teaching,
service, research
and partnerships.

▶

 AN. 9, 2015
J
— Fuyao Glass
America donates
$7 million to
support the China
Institute and give it
a permanent home.

Master of Physician
Assistant Practice program
is granted provisional
accreditation. Students
start classes in August.

23, 2014 —
▶ JUNE


Curran announces that
the University is the first
Catholic university in the
nation to divest from fossil
fuels.

27, 2014 — The
▶ AUG.


University enrolls the
largest first-year class in
its history: 2,205.

2014

2015

19, 2014 — The
▶ SEPT.


George and
Amanda Hanley
Foundation
make a $12.5
million gift
to establish
the University of Dayton
as a national leader in
sustainability education.

▶ OCT. 17, 2014 —

Emerson Climate
Technologies breaks
ground on The Helix, a
$35 million innovation
center on campus.

▶

MARCH
2015 —

University of Dayton
Research Institute receives
a $99 million, five-year
contract from the U.S. Air
Force for technologies to
improve the affordability,
safety and efficiency of
its fleet.

▶

AUG. 16, 2015 — The
Chapel of the Immaculate
Conception is rededicated
after a $12 million, LEEDcertified renovation.

18, 2014
▶ DEC.


— The University
announces a
partnership
with Concord
Hospitality
to purchase
and upgrade
the Dayton
Marriott hotel.
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Curran, from Page 26

was shrinking. Curran saw that geographic
diversity would strengthen the University
while enriching the student experience.
The University would need to shed some
modesty and spread its message. A new viewbook for prospective students projected a
bold image. “THIS BOOK DOES NOT HAVE
ALL THE ANSWERS” it said in bright red
letters on the cover. Inside, amid provocative
questions (“Do you perform community service because it feels good
or because it looks good on your
résumé?”) and an eye-catching
design, the viewbook touted the
University’s accomplishments and
unique attributes.
Affordability arose as a major
concern nationally, and the University responded with a tuition guarantee: University-funded scholarships and grants are adjusted every
year so that net tuition stays the
same for the entire four years.
Today, the student loan debt
burden of University of Dayton families has declined while the first-to
second-year retention rate reached
91 percent, an all-time high. The retention rate is even higher — above
92 percent — for entering AfricanAmerican and Hispanic students.
About 57 percent of first-year students are from outside Ohio, compared with
just 37 percent in 2007. The number of applicants continues to rise, boosting the University’s selectivity. International students
come from more than 50 countries. “For the
student who can’t study abroad, they do have
various slices of the world here in Dayton,
Ohio,” says Interim Provost Paul Benson.
Meanwhile, Curran endorsed a collaborative approach to emerging issues when he
re-established the University’s Educational
Leadership Council with strong faculty representation. It is co-chaired by the University
president and the president of the Academic
Senate and includes the provost, deans, and
vice president for finance and administrative
services as well as faculty and student members of the executive committee and committee chairs of the Academic Senate.
Curran’s move was “very Marianist,” says
Carissa Krane, professor of biology and president of the Academic Senate. “In a very true
30
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and tangible way, faculty have a seat at the
table for strategic discussions,” she says.
As Curran worked to strengthen the University of Dayton community, he kept students and the student experience at the core
of every decision. He has a professor’s sensibilities and can’t walk across campus without
pausing to greet students who call him “Dr.
Dan.” He formalized a student connection to
the president’s office by creating the President’s Emissaries, and he regularly dines

with students — in his house or theirs.
Curran showed his comfort level with
students when he attended a fall 2015 rally in
support of students at the University of Missouri who had toppled their own president
over a failure to adequately address racial
tensions on campus.
“I’m here as a sign of solidarity with the
students, faculty and staff,” Curran told a
student reporter with Flyer News as they all
braced themselves against a brisk wind off
the Central Mall outside Kennedy Union. “I
think the statement they’re making about
dignity is very important for the University of
Dayton. It’s at the heart of our mission.”
When racial concerns have emerged in
recent years at the University, Curran became directly involved and opened his office
as an avenue to address the issues, says Mike
Lofton ’05, vice president for partnerships
for myEDmatch, a job-matching website for
teachers and schools. “He’s never run away
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from any hard issue as it concerns students
on campus,” he says.
Lofton was one of the first emissaries and
vice president of the Student Government
Association. Curran became a mentor and
friend. “I look up to him so very much in all
phases of life,” says Lofton, who is now on the
board of directors of the University of Dayton
Alumni Association.
In 2014, Curran waded into a very different student gathering when a celebratory
throng poured out of houses and residence halls to party in the street after
Dayton defeated Syracuse to advance
to the Sweet 16 in the NCAA men’s
basketball tournament. For a few
moments, students held Curran aloft
as they chanted “Dr. Dan! Dr. Dan!
Dr. Dan!” The incident made the national news.
“A person asked me, ‘Weren’t you
frightened to walk into a crowd of
students?’” Curran says. “No, it was
a natural thing to do. It’s just not the
way I’ve ever felt about the students.
They care about me, and I care about
them.”
When he steps down at the end
of the academic year, Curran plans to
take a yearlong sabbatical, which will
include resumption of his academic
work in China. A long-distance bicyclist, he has already checked out the
bike shops in Suzhou.
As president, he says he finds his greatest joy in seeing the success of students, faculty and staff. Now he is looking forward to
returning to the place where he began — the
classroom.
It won’t be hard to find Professor Dan Curran at the University of Dayton. On game days,
he’ll be in the stands, cheering for the Flyers.
His contract as president included a clause
guaranteeing him basketball tickets for life.
Otherwise, he’ll be doing what sociologists
do: Studying concepts of social justice. Mentoring students. Building community. He’s
ready for the next chapter. “Who knows what
the future brings?” says Curran. UD

He’ll be doing what sociologists
do: Studying concepts of social
justice. Mentoring students.
Building community. He’s ready
for the next chapter.
‘Who knows what the future
brings?’ says Curran.

Michele Cohen Marill is a freelance writer
based in Atlanta. As someone who grew up
with the ideal of Southern hospitality, she was
touched by the great Marianist spirit of caring
and community at the University of Dayton.
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