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Most of them have spent a lot of time

in what they call “the university of life.” They

have raised children and witnessed the arrival

of grandchildren. They have run businesses,

nursed the sick, taught English as a second

language. They have served in the military

and performed on stages around the world.

And they can tell you about things that most

college students have only read about —

balancing career and family, menopause,

spousal abuse. 

These 53 students, Wellesley’s non-

traditional-aged Davis Scholars, are living proof

that there is no one path to higher education.

Some are completing degrees started decades

ago or are entering the classroom for the first

time after years in the workplace; others are

only a few years older than the 18-to-22-year-

olds in their classes. They come to Wellesley

from a range of academic institutions, includ-

ing many community colleges, but all must

meet the same rigorous standards for the

Wellesley degree as traditional-aged students. 

The Davis Scholars have a dean and 

academic advisor, Susan Cohen, as well as a

dedicated space, the Continuing Education

House on Tupelo Lane, where they can gather

for programs, studying, or socializing. Cohen

also oversees programming for the community,

which includes weekly lunches, parties for

families and faculty, and sessions provided by

the Pforzheimer Learning and Teaching Center

on subjects such as time management and

study skills. 

Cohen speaks with admiration of the

women she advises. “This is a group of adult

women with a wide range of experiences who

have had the chance to expand emotionally,

imaginatively, and intellectually,” she says. 

“In the breadth of their own experiences,

they’re just enormously enriching life inside

and outside the classroom.”

Profiles of four members of the tremen-

dously diverse Davis Scholar community follow.
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C L A I R E  S U T T L E S

Age: 31

Major: Women’s studies

Planned Graduation: May 2010

“My life is like an emergency room. You have to triage,” says Claire Suttles, as she arrives

for an interview with two small sons in tow. While taking three courses a semester at

Wellesley, she also has full-time responsibility for her household while her husband puts in

long hours at a hedge fund in Boston. She schedules her classes to finish before noon, when

she races off to pick up her youngest at kindergarten. “It’s obviously not easy,” she says.

“You have to deal with children and bills and rent while you’re also trying to deal with

midterms.” Still, Suttles can’t stop grinning. “I am so happy. I never thought I could be this

fulfilled through school,” she says. At 18, Suttles had to drop out of North Carolina State

University because of a rare autoimmune disease. She then started a fashion label, which

was just taking off when her health again sidelined her. In her early 20s, Suttles recovered and

married, making “a very conscious decision to start a family right away, because I knew the

fragility of life.” After three layoffs, her husband, a factory worker, sought further education,

and the family moved north so he could attend Brown. With his degree complete, Suttles

started at Wellesley. She is drawn to women’s studies and has a particular interest in modern-day

abolitionist work for women in places like southern Sudan. She hopes to go into nonprofit

work in that area, but for the time being, Suttles is just thrilled to be in school. “I just never

in a million years would have thought that from misfortune could come such a blessing.”
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