	Angela Ruggiero: Defending the Right to Play
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	Olympic-gold-medal-winning hockey player Angela Ruggiero 
is not your typical sports hero. Aside from being one of the world's top defenders, she became the first female non-goaltender to play in a men's pro hockey game. Although she has celebrated many accomplishments in the rink, her contributions off the ice define the person she is.
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Olympic gold medalist and U.S. hockey star Angela Ruggiero still has the memory fresh in her mind. Although she was just seven years old, she remembers it as if it were yesterday. “First time I was on the ice actually, I cried because of the slippery surface,” Ruggiero said. “I was falling all over the place, but by the end of that practice, I remember being able to let go of the boards and push myself on my own, and I was hooked.” 

She must have been hooked because despite growing up in sunny California, she has been playing ice hockey ever since. Introduced to the sport by her father, who played recreational hockey growing up, Ruggiero had to travel an hour away from her home just to get to the “local” rink. 

Luckily, hockey great Wayne Gretzky was traded to the Los Angeles Kings in 1988, and hockey in California “totally took off.” Still after that, everything wasn’t coming up roses for Ruggiero, who was cut from a boys’ team when she was nine, despite being one of the best players on the team. 

The puck didn’t stop there. As the only girl playing in her division in the entire state, Ruggiero was mocked and ridiculed by players and even parents from other teams. She refused to have her dreams derailed. 
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There’s no reason why you shouldn’t be able to play the game that you love…to get all the things that boys get back from sports.
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Extremely focused and ambitious both in the classroom and on the ice, Ruggiero went on to play at Choate Rosemary Hall in Connecticut and Harvard University, where she led the Crimson to a 109-13-5 record in 127 career games and graduated in May 2004 with a degree in government. 

“That’s the one thing I always talk to kids about...always, always, always, is school,” Ruggiero said. “I think education is really important, and you could be the star athlete on your high school team, but you’re not going to get recruited if you can’t pull your grades.” 

Ruggiero knows that young female athletes deal with similar issues growing up and offers this, along with other advice on topics like determination and self-esteem, at camps and clinics in which she coaches during the offseason. She wants these girls to realize that you shouldn’t let challenges, especially other people’s opinions and criticisms, stop you from achieving athletic success. 

“I think girls in general are going to face many more obstacles playing sports,” she said. “Now, it’s changing, but there’s still always going to be someone that doubts you. But don’t let that get to you because if it’s something that you want and you love, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t be able to play the game that you love…to get all the things that boys get back from sports.” 

Despite winning an Olympic gold medal in Nagano, Japan, in 1998, Ruggiero sometimes still feels the discrimination toward female athletes. After the ’98 Olympic Games, she wanted to get back on the ice after taking a month off. However, her local Michigan rink would not allow her to skate because she was a woman. “I thought they were joking,” she said. “It’s pretty mind-boggling.” 

[image: image25.png]



[image: image26.png]



[image: image27.jpg]



[image: image28.png]



[image: image29.png]



On Jan. 28, Ruggiero became the first female non-goaltender to play in a men's professional hockey game.
Regardless of the prejudice young female athletes may face, Ruggiero wants them to understand the positives that can result from playing sports — the important values and life lessons sports can teach an individual — ones that she has benefited from first-hand. 

“I think sports in general, including hockey, just gives girls self-confidence,” she said. “I think that’s the No. 1 thing. They learn to believe in themselves by the sort of intangible things of setting goals for themselves and then by reaching those goals, working as a team and setting goals as a team, and going for that.” 

Ruggiero enjoys working with and helping children not just in the United States, but all across the world as well. As an athlete ambassador with the Right To Play organization, she spent four weeks this summer in Uganda, educating children about health risks and awareness through sport and distributing sporting equipment to refugee camps. Whether it was handing out soccer balls with HIV/AIDS information attached to them or playing with the children, Ruggiero was pleased she could bring smiles to the children’s faces. 

“The kids there are just so happy, and they have nothing,” she said. “They have the shirt on their back and hopefully a meal or two a day, but they’re just full of life like any other child in the world. They deserve the same rights as anyone else, and that’s the theme, every child has the right to play.” 

The children in these Ugandan villages may have learned a few things from Ruggiero, but she was also deeply impacted by her visit. 

“I’m a different person definitely since coming back [from] if anything, seeing that different reality,” she said. “My reality is sometimes consumed by trying to learn a new stick move on the ice and trying to improve my slapshot, but it just put things in [to] perspective for me. I’m socially aware of a lot of things, and this put me in the middle of something really important. It makes me want to give back even more.” 

And giving back is a fundamental part of Ruggiero as a person. As a member of the Women’s Sports Foundation, she believes its mission is very integral to who she is and what she has become, and she couldn’t imagine her life without sports. 

“Without sports…I wouldn’t have the education that I’m going to take with me for the rest of my life,” she said. “I wouldn’t have the medals, and it’s like a small stepping stone that started when I was eight years old. Through sports, I’ve been able to go to one of the best prep schools in the world and one of the best colleges in the world and see the world, meet amazing people and do all this because I believe in myself and have support from others.” 

But how could someone at the ripe age of 24 be able to accomplish so much at such a young age? “Whatever you’re doing, you try to do 100 percent, and that’s my philosophy,” Ruggiero said. And that philosophy seems to be working pretty well.
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