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With faith
   and tenacity 

Dan Curran answers his cell phone even from 12 
time zones around the world.

“I would wake him up at 3 a.m. in China, and 
he would take the call,” says J.P. Nauseef ’88, the 
former president and CEO of the Dayton Develop-
ment Coalition. “He has always been almost 100 
percent accessible.”

Nauseef’s call to China was a sign of changing 
times, for the University of Dayton and its president.

Curran is more likely than ever to be a player in high-level discus-
sions about Dayton’s regional economic interests, which was on Nau-
seef’s mind that morning. And there’s a decent chance that when Cur-
ran’s cell phone rings, he’s traveling internationally and representing 
a Catholic university that’s gone global in a big way.

New land. World-class research. 
Strong enrollment. Rising reputa-
tion. Forward thinking and bold 
moves inspired by our Marianist 
mission have characterized the 
presidency of Daniel J. Curran 
at the University of Dayton. B Y
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Curran has embraced these multifaceted 
roles, more so than most university leaders na-
tionally. Higher education can be a cautious in-
dustry, and colleges and universities typically 
choose to turn their focus inward during chal-
lenging times, like a recession’s wake. Not UD, 
which has expanded its reach to an extraordi-
nary degree during Curran’s more than nine 
years at the helm.

The pace of change has been among the 
most rapid and substantial seen at any Ameri-
can university. The physical campus has liter-
ally doubled in size in the last five years. Also 
doubling since Curran’s arrival has been the 
volume of sponsored research to nearly $100 
million annually — a benchmark that puts 
UD in the big leagues. At the same time, ap-
plications for the first-year class have also al-
most doubled, with growing numbers of stu-
dents coming from beyond Ohio and even the 
United States. Total student enrollment is up 
by almost 11 percent, to 11,199 Flyers in 2010, 
while the University’s selectivity and academic 
reputation also continue to rise. (See Page 25 
for more.)

Keeping up with all 
the change is enough to 
make your head spin. Even 
Brown Street is virtually 
unrecognizable thanks to 
the University’s seemingly 
endless redevelopment 
projects. As the cliché goes, 
this isn’t your daddy’s UD. 
Or is it?

People who know both 
old and new at the Uni-
versity say its character 
remains very much intact 
and has actually driven 
much of the progress in re-
cent years.

Take UD’s leadership in Dayton’s economic 
development. When Curran arrived in 2002, he 
said he felt the University should be an “agent 
for social change.” That means an active en-
gagement in the local community — a central 
tenet of the Marianist tradition. Ignoring Day-
ton’s painful decade-plus of economic turmoil 
and lost jobs would not have been true to UD’s 
core beliefs.

“The University is an energetic part of the 
city,” says Archbishop Emeritus Daniel E. Pila-
rczyk, who worked closely with UD during his 
25 years as archbishop of Cincinnati. Just as 
important, he says both UD and its president 
have been “conspicuously Catholic.” In fact, he 

UD at all. When approached about the presi-
dency, he initially declined. He was happy at 
Saint Joseph’s University in Philadelphia, an 
Atlantic 10 Conference member where he had 
spent 23 years as both an administrator and 
scholar.

But when a search consultant told Cur-
ran that the University would be a perfect fit 
for him, he decided to visit campus. During 
his first day at UD, a student guide gave him 
the standard walking tour and the current 
president, Brother Raymond L. Fitz, S.M. ’64, 
asked to meet his family. “He’s cool,” Curran’s 
two young sons reported after chatting with 
Brother Ray.

Curran says he quickly got a sense of the 
University, that it would indeed be the right 
place for him to become a university presi-
dent. But doubts about his candidacy lin-
gered. Fitz was a tough act to follow. He was 
beloved during his 23 years as president, the 
longest presidency in the University’s history.

Curran would also be UD’s first lay presi-
dent. While other Catholic universities had 
hired lay presidents, most notably George-
town University, some alumni and others con-
nected to UD worried that its distinctive Mari-
anist character might be diminished.

During the interview process, Curran de-
cided to just be himself. At the time he was 
Saint Joseph’s executive vice president and 
vice president for academic a!airs, as well as 
a sociologist with impressive bona fides as a 
scholar specializing in criminology, juvenile 
justice and social problems. He also had deep 
experience in international a!airs, particu-
larly with China.

Finan and Dave Phillips ’62 were co-chairs 
of the presidential search committee. Finan 
says it was an easy decision after he and Phil-
lips talked with Curran.

“We said, ‘This is our guy.’ He knew where 
he wanted to take the University.”

For his part, Curran says he quickly felt 
comfortable with the Marianists, and that 
their sense of community and commitment to 
social justice resonated with him. He also saw 
a well-managed University that was poised to 
take a leap.

“There was a sense of building upon some-
thing,” Curran says. “It was just the perfect 
match for me.”

Worries about a lay president failed to ma-
terialize after Curran arrived. In fact, many 
say UD has been more intentional about its 
Marianist influence under a lay president. 
Rick Pfleger ’77, a member of the board of 

trustees, says Curran’s administration has 
worked hard to preserve and integrate the Uni-
versity’s Catholic culture in its work.

“He kept the Marianist tradition and feel, 
but he turned up the speed limit for every-
body.”

His pace could have been a concern. Some 
people felt the up-and-comer from the East 
Coast might use the presi-
dency as a steppingstone 
to another job. Curran has 
proved that fear wrong. By 
all accounts, he’s a Flyer 
basketball fanatic, even 
when Saint Joseph’s is in 
town. And with nine years 
under his belt, the 60-year-
old Curran is diving into the 
University’s next big move 
— an ambitious venture in 
China.

Perhaps the best proof of 
Curran’s UD roots is that his 
younger son, Aidan, is a ju-
nior at the University. Hav-
ing a parent’s investment is 
an undeniable influence on 
Curran, and it shows.

“My son coming here,” 
he says, “was just an a"r-
mation of what I thought 
UD was all about.”

Christine Farmer is a 
senior psychology major at 
UD and the Student Govern-
ment Association’s president. She’s met with 
Curran several times. When asked to describe 
the president, she says: “He acts like a parent. 
He wants to get to know you as a student.”

TELLING UD’S STORY
Curran is quick to say that UD’s progress 

over the last nine years has been the result of 
cooperation between the University’s faculty, 
sta!, students and supporters. But the buck 
stops with the president. A college presidency 
can be a volatile job, and presidents don’t keep 
their jobs long amid controversy, even if the 
problem isn’t their fault.

Leadership also sets a tone, even for an 
organization as large as a national research 
university. Curran’s approach meshes well 
with UD’s dominant personality type, which 
is a blend of friendly and e"cient. The Uni-
versity has the intimate feel of a much smaller 
college, which is helped by its laid-back, Mid-
western a!ability.

But don’t underestimate the competitive, 
serious side of UD, or its president.

Universities generally aren’t known as be-
ing savvy negotiators and tend to move much 
more slowly than their peers in the corporate 
world. UD, however, has bucked this trend 
with its recent growth.

A good example is Marianist Hall, the new-

est residence hall on campus, which opened in 
2004. A construction firm asked for a two-year 
timeline to finish the building. The University 
pushed hard for one year, and the firm hit the 
deadline.

Even better, UD administrators told a rival 
contractor, which was working on the Art-
Street project, a residential arts complex in 
the south student neighborhood, about the 
compressed schedule for Marianist Hall. Al-
though ArtStreet was planned as a two-year 
construction project, the firm finished it in a 
year as well.

Beating construction deadlines for major 
buildings is virtually unheard of in higher ed-
ucation. UD is agile for a research university, 
and some of that speed is due to Curran, who 
is often described as being high-energy.

“It’s hard to keep up with him,” says  
Joseph Saliba ’79, the University’s provost.  
“He doesn’t always show it, but he’s very  
passionate.”

That passion sometimes includes push-
ing boundaries, as UD did with the branding 
campaign it introduced in 2007. In particu-
lar, the glossy and provocative viewbook the  
University sent to prospective students raised 
eyebrows. 

Some people, including several faculty 
members, alumni and the student newspa-

per’s editors, thought 
the viewbook went too 
far. One page asked: “Do 
you know more about 
Lindsay Lohan than 
Darfur?” and included 
a picture of two young 
women wearing glossy 
lipstick.

The branding e!ort 
was part of a key shift 
for UD, Curran says. Af-
ter arriving on campus, 
he and Sundar Kuma-
rasamy, the University’s 
vice president for en-
rollment management, 
took a hard look at UD’s 
enrollment pipeline and 
saw a looming problem. 
Ohio’s demographic 
shifts were resulting 
in fewer students who 
were academically pre-
pared to attend UD.

To strengthen or 
even maintain its aca-

demic reputation and enrollment, the Uni-
versity would need to work harder to recruit 
students from around the country and inter-
nationally.

“We had become very Ohio-centric,”  
Curran says. “We had to go back to many 
of our traditional markets,” which include  
Chicago and population centers on the East 
Coast.

The viewbook was part of the attempt to 
get the word out more broadly about a Univer-
sity in a region that had become a more dif-
ficult draw.

The University brought in a marketing 
firm from Philadelphia to work on the cam-
paign, which was both edgy and expensive. 
But being a little bit brash appears to have paid 
o!. 

Applications for the 2008 freshman class 
went up a whopping 33 percent, which helped 
the University be more selective and boosted 
its standing in the U.S. News & World Report 

says the “University is now as Catholic as it 
has ever been.”

CALCULATED RISK TAKING
Doubt has lurked around the edges of some 

of the changes at the University. But UD’s suc-
cess at analyzing and taking risks during Cur-
ran’s tenure has quickly erased worries about 
the pace of the momentum.

One example is UD’s 2005 purchase of a 
50-acre brownfield from NCR. This summer, 
GE Aviation began construction of a $51 mil-
lion research center on eight acres of the re-
mediated land. With it will come high-tech 
jobs, which is desperately needed good news 
for Dayton. And the facility creates a valuable 
partnership between GE Aviation and the Uni-
versity, which stands to benefit both students 
and faculty.

This outcome, however, was not a sure 
thing when the University was negotiating 
the purchase. In fact, Curran had to break o! 
the deal the first time around.

“We had to step away because the risk was 
too high,” says Curran. Cleaning up decades 

of pollution from the 
manufacture of cash 
registers is no easy task, 
and an environmental 
analysis convinced Cur-
ran and his team that 
the costs would be too 
much under the initial 
terms.

But UD kept at the 
table, to use a Marianist 
metaphor. And eventu-
ally Curran felt confi-
dent that the University 
would be able to attract 
federal and state money 
to help pay for environ-

mental cleanup and infrastructure improve-
ments. The University bought the land for a 
still-substantial $25 million. Later, the prop-
erty’s redevelopment was bolstered by more 
than $10 million from the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers and the Clean Ohio Revitalization 
Fund.

“It was a leap of faith,” says Richard Finan 
’54, who was chair of the University’s board 
of trustees at the time of the purchase. “But it 
was the right thing to do.”

The bold move is part of a recurring theme 
of Curran’s presidency, which many describe 
as one of calculated risk taking.

Curran’s first leap of faith was coming to 

During his career, President Curran has traveled numerous times to China, where the Univer-
sity will open the University of Dayton China Institute in Suzhou Industrial Park in 2012.

‘He kept the 
Marianist 

tradition and 
feel, but he 

turned up the 
speed limit for 

everybody.’
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When Curran arrived in 2002, he said 
he felt the University should be an ‘agent 
for social change.’ !at means an active 

engagement in the local community — a 
central tenet of the Marianist tradition.

rankings. UD has continued that momentum, 
and this year’s freshman class is among the 
largest, most ethnically and geographically 
diverse, and academically strong in the Univer-
sity’s history.

The branding campaign also drew national 
media coverage, including a story in The Chronicle 
of Higher Education with the headline: “Once-Qui-
et University of Dayton Pushes a Bold Brand.”

Pfleger, who has founded two technology 
companies, says the time had come for UD to do 

Then and Now:  UD’s Momentum Since 2002

                               Then Now                

 Campus size 212 acres 387 acres

 Sponsored research $47.5 million $95.3 million

 Endowment $258 million $420 million

 Total enrollment 10,125 11,199

 Applications 7,496 11,567

 Out-of-state students 35 percent 48 percent

 Average ACT 24.7 26.1

some bragging.
“I was very frustrated, coming from a sales 

and marketing background, that the story was 
not being told,” he says. But with the brand-
ing campaign, “it happened, and it happened 
in spades.”

SEALING THE DEAL
UD’s viewbook may have been bold, but no 

move during Curran’s tenure has been more 
assertive than the purchase of NCR’s corporate 
headquarters and adjacent parkland. 

The 2009 acquisition included 
a world-class 455,000-square-foot 
building, which is now home to 
the University’s Research Insti-
tute and the developing Alumni 
Center, among other uses. Also 
included in the $18 million deal 
was 115 acres of land, which in-
creased the size of UD’s land-
locked campus by 45 percent.

The purchase was also enor-
mously symbolic.

“What we underestimated 
was the reaction of the greater 
Dayton community,” Curran says.

NCR’s departure had stung 
Dayton deeply. The company 
had long played a leadership role 
in the region, and its exit came 
amid severe economic hardship. 
By quickly taking on NCR’s headquarters, the 
University sent a message about its growing 
stature in Dayton and beyond. In some ways, 
it was a changing of the guard.

“NCR’s long-term decline in Dayton, pain-
ful as it was, has set the stage for UD’s rise,” 
the Dayton Daily News wrote in an editorial.

The NCR purchase is part of a broader story 
about the decline of manufacturing in Ameri-
ca and the new hope of a knowledge economy 
fostered by research universities. As a result, 
the national news media took note of UD’s 
move, including The New York Times, which 
wrote a substantial story about the NCR ac-
quisition. The nation’s most influential news-
paper briefly mentioned similar purchases by 
other universities — Yale University and the 
University of Michigan — signaling that UD 
can now hold its own among the cream of the 
crop in higher education.

Pete Luongo ’65, a University trustee and 
the retired president and CEO of The Berry 
Company, says Dayton is fortunate, on many 
levels, for the University’s growing influence.

“That would have been an absolute night-

mare if that had sat empty,” he says of the 
NCR headquarters.

Luongo praises Curran and his team for 
how they handled the purchase, noting that 
Curran brings the skills of a corporate CEO to 
the university setting — no easy task, given 
UD’s broad range of stakeholders, including 
students, faculty, sta!, parents, alumni and 
many more.

“College presidents have so many constit-
uencies,” Luongo says. “He doesn’t sacrifice 
one for the others.”

Bernadette V. McGlade agrees. The com-
missioner of the Atlantic 10 Conference, 
McGlade refers to Curran as a “CEO” when 
discussing his role in balancing the A-10’s 
strategic goals with the institutional missions 
of its members.

“He has great vision,” she says, and “a tre-
mendous business acumen.”

UD drove a hard bargain for the NCR head-
quarters and surrounding land. Curran’s sta! 
dealt directly with the corporation on the pur-
chase, opting against using a middleman. 
The University ultimately paid $18 million for 
a property assessed at $31.3 million.

But a good price isn’t all the university 
got. Tom Burkhardt ’70, the University’s vice  
president for finance and administrative 
services, played a major role in the negotia-
tions. As the deal was closing, Curran asked 
Burkhardt to push for NCR to include all the 
furniture in the headquarters building as part 
of the sale.

Burkhardt landed the furniture and also 
got NCR to throw in all the lawnmowers for 
the facility.

FROM RIVER CAMPUS TO CHINA
The largest expansion in its history hardly 

means the University is ready to sit back and 
rest on its laurels. Indeed, Curran is on to the 
next ambitious pursuit: the University of Day-
ton China Institute.

Unlike some university forays into China, 
which can be little more than tenuous foot-
holds, UD has a serious operation brewing in 
the Suzhou Industrial Park in Jiangsu Province 
in eastern China. A five-story, 54,000-square-
foot building will be exclusively UD’s and will 

include classrooms, laboratories and 
project space.

The China Institute is another 
step toward UD’s globalization. This 
fall, approximately one in every 10 
University students is from outside 
the United States, enriching the 
campus’s global perspective.

Curran has brought faculty, stu-
dents, trustees and fellow adminis-
trators to China to see the vast oppor-
tunities for advancing international 
engagement and preparing students 
for the world they’ll enter.

The action at UD isn’t just hap-
pening in China. Construction proj-
ects continue on campus as well. 
During one hot summer day, bull-
dozers could be seen rolling over the 
rubble that was the former Frank Z 

Chevrolet dealership on Brown Street. The 
University, working with a private developer, 
is building student housing with townhouse 
façades and 427 beds at the site.

Activity also started to hum over at the 
old NCR headquarters, now called River Cam-
pus, even during the dog days of summer. The 
building is open and sta!ed, and work is con-
tinuing on the Alumni Center. It’s a beautiful 
space with a retro feel. The facility looks over 
the Great Miami River toward UD Arena. The 
University now stretches all the way from the 
historic core of campus to the Arena Sports 
Complex across the river.

An eye-catching feature sits in the front of 
River Campus. It’s a huge, welcoming lawn. 
And yes, it’s been freshly mowed, with those 
NCR lawnmowers.

Paul Fain is a veteran higher-education journalist 
and a reporter with Inside Higher Ed. He also re-
cently worked with colleges and universities as an as-
sistant vice president for Widmeyer Communications. 
An Oakwood, Ohio, native, he grew up in the shadow 
of UD and is a lifelong Flyer basketball fan.
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