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When I was 7, I was not the usual suspect at the local ice hockey rink. I had blonde hair and big ponytails and played for a co-ed youth league in which most of the other participants were boys. 

At the time, I didn’t give much thought to being a girl playing a tough, male-dominated sport. My family was a hockey family. I loved the game just as much as the boys did, and I wanted time on the ice. Many of the boys I played alongside did not hesitate to let me know that perhaps I would be better suited for double axels and triple toe flips. But this ridicule did not curb my appetite for the game. 

By the time I approached high school, I was certain I wanted to play for an established varsity team and to pursue the sport beyond my postsecondary education. Because of Title IX, the landmark law passed 34 years ago this month, I had that chance. The law requires schools to provide equal educational opportunities for boys and girls. 

Since Congress passed the law in 1972, the number of high school girls’ hockey teams has increased significantly. Women’s hockey has grown from being nonexistent on college campuses to having annual NCAA championship games since 2001. In 1993, 10,000 girls and young women across the country were registered on amateur teams. Today, that number exceeds 52,000 and continues to grow. In 1998, women’s hockey was part of the Olympic lineup for the first time. I was fortunate to be part of the women’s USA gold-winning team. 

This explosion in women’s participation is not unique to hockey. Since 1972, young women’s participation in athletics has increased more than 400 percent at the college level and more than 800 percent at the high school level. And young women are excelling. Women’s soccer, basketball and other sports that were once thought of as men’s domain are wildly popular for girls and are producing high-profile, professional athletes. 

[pic2]But progress always has its naysayer. Even though colleges still spend less on women’s sports and athletics scholarships than they do on men’s sports and women still have fewer chances to play on college teams than do their male peers, some say women’s advances have come at the expense of men. These critics are wrong, but they have found an ally in the current Administration. Last spring, the Department of Education quietly released a policy guidance that gives schools an easy way out of their obligations to provide equal athletic opportunities to women. 

Under the new guidance, the Department allows schools to gauge female students’ interests in additional sports opportunities solely by conducting e-mail surveys. In these days of excessive e-mail spam, schools are allowed to declare that a lack of response to the survey means a lack of interest in additional opportunities. 

Not many people open or respond to e-mail surveys. It’s certainly not an adequate way to measure interest in a sport. But under this new policy, colleges could rely on e-mail surveys to stop expanding sports opportunities for women. 

This regressive policy takes gains in equity for women three decades backward. It essentially says that women must prove they want equal opportunity. Young men have never had to demonstrate interest in sports to get a chance to play, and women shouldn’t have to either. If this policy had been the law 15 years ago, perhaps the NCAA never would have recognized women’s hockey. 

Title IX has been important not just for women like me who want to play hockey, but also for the many young women who play basketball, soccer, lacrosse and other sports once largely thought to be only for boys. That’s why it’s so important that young women – whether they want to get on the ice and check or do triple toe flips – continue to have the same opportunities as boys to play sports so they can find their niche and excel. 

Besides, sports provide countless benefits for girls and boys on and off the field. Research shows that young people who participate in sports are less likely to smoke, use drugs or engage in other risky activities. Hockey certainly made me a disciplined student and more health-conscious. 

Time will tell what effect the Department of Education’s campaign to weaken Title IX will have. But it’s simply shameful that the Administration has taken steps to close doors for women and girls that their mothers and fathers fought so hard to open all over the country. 

Angela Ruggiero is a three-time Olympian. She won gold in Nagano, silver in Salt Lake City and bronze in Turin. She was a four-time all-American at Harvard. And in January 2005, she became the first woman to play for a professional men’s hockey team in a position other than goalie. She will be a contestant on The Apprentice when the new season airs in January 2007.
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