
Joan B. Kroc’s 
by Alice Hayes, former USD President

DREAM
Like many good things that happened at the University of San Diego in the 1990s, 
my friendship with Joan Kroc began during the presidency of Dr. Author Hughes. 
When I became president in 1995, he offered to help me meet friends of the 
university, among them Joan Kroc. She had been a trustee, had received an 
honorary degree, and her granddaughter was a USD student.  Joan attended events 
and was a faithful donor, although she had never made a major gift.

In March 1996, Dr. Hughes set up a luncheon that marked the beginning of a valued friendship. For all her elegance and wealth, Joan 
lacked pretension.  I often thought that she discussed world events like a friendly next-door neighbor chatting over the fence.  We had 
many conversations about world events and leaders and how we could help bring peace to our troubled world. I often got late-night 
phone calls from Joan to discuss items of interest or concern.
 
In 1996, USD was selected to host the presidential debate.  This was a great opportunity for our students to observe and participate in 
a national event.  I had hoped Mrs. Kroc would be interested and asked her for financial support. She declined this request but was 
willing to discuss other projects.  I had a long list of needy initiatives in mind, such as a challenge grant to provide interest-free student 
loans.  Joan asked how much was needed to meet the challenge.  We had raised $4 million and were eligible to raise $3 million more.   
Although she would not donate $250,000 for the debate, she readily promised $3 million to help our students!



We encouraged the students who received the 
interest-free loans to write notes to Mrs. Kroc. We then 
bundled them into an album and presented it to her.  
As she and I reviewed the album together, we 
observed the students were very diverse in terms of 
race, ethnicity, religion, etc.  That led to a conversation 
on how a peace studies program could attract more 
international students; our admissions team was 
already trying to increase diversity.  Joan and I agreed 
that John Cardinal Newman was right when he 
observed, “When a multitude of young people, keen, 
open-hearted, sympathetic, and observant, come 
together, they are sure to learn, one from another, even 
if there is no one to teach them.  The conversation of 
all is a series of lectures to each, and they gain for 
themselves new ideas and views.” Students needed to 
learn how to build community and to benefit from and 
contribute to their relationships with classmates, 
teachers, future employers and colleagues who were 
culturally different from them. Joan replied, “That’s 
what the world needs!  Let’s work on that!” And that 
was the beginning of the Institute for Peace and Justice 
and then the Joan B. Kroc School of Peace Studies at 
USD.

By the time of our discussion on peace studies, Joan 
had already sponsored the Kroc Institute for Interna-
tional Peace Studies at the University of Notre Dame, 
and she urged me to visit it and meet with Father 
Hesburgh, the president. Fr. Hesburgh knew our 
university well and recognized it would provide a 
good learning environment for peace studies.  As our 
planning progressed, Joan discussed the possibility of 

having a Kroc Institute on the West Coast (USD), one 
in the Midwest (Notre Dame) and eventually one on 
the East Coast. 

As we moved forward with the project, it became clear 
that peace studies could not be limited to one of our 
existing schools.  All of the USD schools had a poten-
tial role in developing a multidisciplinary program.  
The academic component would be modest at first, 
but we recognized the potential of having several 
undergraduate and graduate degrees. When Joan and 
the faculty met to talk about this, she was delighted 
with the enthusiasm and impressed by the level of the 
ideas.  

Another thing we did was to examine existing interna-
tional peace programs at other universities, consider-
ing their different approaches.  For example, Notre 
Dame emphasized the need to build a more secure 
world.  Fr. Hesburgh provided a model of internation-
al initiatives to control and reduce nuclear weapons.  
Another approach centered on building better under-
standing between peoples to result in peaceful 
relationships.  Joan definitely favored that approach, 
working on building “cultural competence” and 
relationships. It was a good fit with our institution’s 
Catholic identity and Joan’s Christian orientation. She 
was committed to nonviolent methods of resolving 
conflicts and noted with interest the approach 
modeled by Mahatma Gandhi and Reverend Martin 
Luther King Jr.  She suggested naming the institute 
after Gandhi but accepted our wish to recognize her 
role by naming the institute after her. The first director 

Joan seriously expected that we
at USD would change the world with

our vision for peace and justice programs. 
!at was our goal, but it was her

conviction.  
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served as USD president from June 1995 until June 2003. Dr. Hayes guided USD toward 
greater academic excellence, including improving admission standards, getting 
recognized with chapters of Phi Beta Kappa, Mortar Board and the Order of the Coif, 
and leading the creation of the university’s first doctoral program. During her tenure, 
the university built the Joan B. Kroc Institute for Peace and Justice, the Donald P. Shiley 
Center for Science and Technology and the Jenny Craig Pavilion.

of the Institute for Peace and Justice was Dr. Joyce 
Neu, who came from the Carter Center where she had 
been an advisor to former President Jimmy Carter.  Dr. 
Neu had practical experience in leading international 
peace initiatives.  

Joan seriously expected that we at USD would change 
the world with our vision for peace and justice 
programs. That was our goal, but it was her convic-
tion. In later years, when we were receiving requests 
from other countries, the United Nations and the U.S. 
Department of State to assist them with their projects, 
I realized that her expectations were quite reasonable.  
Early on, we were able to attract students from all over 
the globe. 

Over the next few years, we worked with faculty, 
architects, students and many advisors to fulfill our 
mission and the vision Joan had for peace and justice 
at the university. She followed the discussions, calling 
to review the results with me. In addition to her gift of 

$25 million to support the building, she made subsequent gifts to support 
lectures, events and international initiatives, as well as an estate gift of $50 
million to endow the Joan B. Kroc School of Peace Studies, the first 
stand-alone school of peace in the country.   

I know Joan would join me in remembering the words of the Roman orator 
Cicero, which she had had carved on a retirement gift to me. “All the world 
is one city in which the community of God and man exist.”

Joan Kroc’s commitment to building a school for studying and working 
toward peace and justice is still bearing fruit today.  How pleased she 
would be!

On 17 October 2007, I gave the inaugural 
talk as the founding dean of the Joan B. 
Kroc School of Peace Studies.  Ten years 
later, it is illuminating to look back and 
recall our aspirations for the new school 
and our vision for peace in that inaugural 
address — albeit in an abridged format.  
Remembering the saying, “Violence is 
known; peace is a mystery,” I started my 
talk by asking:

WHAT IS PEACE? 
Certainly, it is not only the cessation of conflict, war and 
violence. It has more to do with the fullness of life 
intended for all. Catholic Relief Services (CRS) with 
which I worked in different capacities for seven years, 
notes that peace will not happen without solidarity 
and “Solidarity will change the world.” Dorothy Day — 
called the most influential American Catholic of the 
last century — described peace but blended it with 
justice. She, also, challenged us to change the world: 

What we would like to do is change the world — make 
it a little simpler for people to feed, clothe and shelter 
themselves as God intended…And, by working for 
better conditions, by crying out unceasingly for the 
rights of the workers, of the poor, of the destitute…we 
can, to a certain extent, change the world. 

Day suggested that we “work for an oasis, a little cell of 
joy and peace in a harried world.” The Kroc School is our 
oasis here in Southern California.  An oasis is not only a 
place: It is people who share a vision, herein a passion 
for peace.

Students needed to learn how to 
build community and to benefit 

from and contribute to their 
relationships with classmates, 

teachers, future employers and 
colleagues who were culturally 

different from them. 

The groundbreaking ceremony for the Joan B. Kroc Institute for Peace and Justice 
was held Oct. 6, 1999,  featuring keynote speaker The Honorable Richard Riley, 
U.S. Secretary of Education.


