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L E A H  T H I F FAU LT

Age: 27

Major: French and women’s studies

Planned Graduation: December 2009

When Leah Thiffault was 18, “my head was just in dance. It wasn’t in school.” She

had started ballet at age 3 and along the way graduated to contemporary jazz and

modern, dancing semi-professionally with a Seattle company in high school.

Thiffault spent a year at the University of Washington, but found the lure of

Los Angeles and the entertainment industry too strong to resist. After six years in

Southern California, she landed a job as a dancer on a cruise ship, performing

shows while traveling from Alaska to Antarctica. Her career in dance morphed

into automobile marketing—“they would hire dancers and actors . . . to be brand

ambassadors for various products”—but at that point, Thiffault came to the real-

ization that “intellectually, I was feeling stagnant.” She enrolled in Pasadena City

College, earned an associate’s degree, and set her sights on transferring to

Wellesley. “I applied here pretty blind,” Thiffault says. “I really didn’t expect to get

in once I did a little more research, but I did, and it’s been great.” She tries to take

advantage of the multitude of events hosted on campus (“I went and saw [screen-

writer] Alan Ball last week”) and dances with the Wellesley College Dancers. “I’ve

relearned that I really love to learn and how important it is to have an active

mind,” Thiffault says. “In my jobs, that wasn’t really asked of me. To think criti-

cally, to look for solutions, just to have a wider awareness of the world—it’s great.”

Y V O N N E  O L L I N G E R

Age: 50

Major: Medieval and Renaissance studies

Graduation Date: May 2008

Not long ago, Yvonne Ollinger, a medieval and Renaissance studies major,

indulged in a little time travel and took a course on the films of the 1970s—Taxi

Driver, Annie Hall, The Godfather. “It was so enlightening,” she says, “to discuss

and read about that period as history when you lived through it.” She was pleased

to be able to add the perspectives “of a different generation—but not of a parent”

to the discussion. Back in the ’70s, when most of her high-school contemporaries

were turning their thoughts college, Ollinger was eyeing the big, wide world. All

she wanted to do was see far-off places, so she hit the road, working for a time at

a youth hotel in Amsterdam. Eventually, Ollinger got a job with an airline, work-

ing for 21 years in areas ranging from accounting to operations (loading planes,

with an eye on weight and balance). She traveled extensively—all over western

Europe, Asia, even Iceland—and fulfilled her dreams. But at age 40, she felt the

pull to return to school and enrolled in Massachusetts Bay Community College,

where a history professor spotted her and recommended Wellesley. At three

courses a semester, she has followed her passion for medieval and Renaissance

art and history—“I thought, ‘I can’t go back to school unless I take what I want,’”

Ollinger grins—and will graduate this May. An internship in museum develop-

ment at the Davis Museum and Cultural Center is ahead this summer, and then,

Ollinger thinks, some time off to work before continuing her education. “I have

learned I can do this, going back to school as a mature adult,” she says. “I have

proved to myself that I can and am coming away with a lot of self-confidence.” 
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