
Grinning, the new head coach of
women’s soccer, 29-year-old Stephanie Er-
ickson, says she has friends “who would
call me a typical forward: we cherry-pick,
we want it [the soccer ball] to our feet, we
are divas. Naturally, I don’t agree.” But Er-
ickson’s approach to the game is clearly
that of an attacker—o≠ense, aggression,
scoring. “I like to see the game played in
the attacking one-third of the field,” she
declares. “You have to take risks to score
goals. Defense is an incredibly important
key to success. But playing defensively
often turns into playing not to lose. That’s
not risky, and you have to take risks to
win.”

Erickson will be on the sidelines for her
first Harvard match this fall. She succeeds
Tim Wheaton, who left coaching to be-
come assistant director of athletics at
Harvard after leading the women booters
for 18 seasons (1987-2004) and compiling a
167-94-27 record. Wheaton’s teams gar-
nered four Ivy League championships and
made eight appearances in the NCAA

tournament, reaching the quarterfinals in
1997 before falling to eventual national
champion North Carolina. His 1999 team
went 14-2-1 and had a top-10 national
ranking; that banner year may augur well
for the future, since 1999 was the season
when Erickson first coached at Harvard,
as Wheaton’s assistant.

Erickson is a dynamic woman with
Midwestern roots who has headed soccer
balls and teams on both coasts. Born in
Wayzata, Minnesota, a suburb of Min-
neapolis, she started playing the game at
age five as one of two girls on a boys’ team.
“The girls always had to play defense,” she
recalls. “I remember asking, ‘Why don’t
we get to score goals?’ ” Erickson wasn’t
born to play back; “I’m just a goal scorer,”
she explains. “That’s my instinct.”

After a high-school career that included
a state championship for the Wayzata High
School team and standout play on two club
sides, she enrolled at Northwestern. She
matriculated in the inaugural year (1994-
95) of Northwestern’s women’s soccer pro-

gram with an athletic scholarship; by her
junior year, the side had won an at-large
bid to the NCAA tournament under head
coach Marcia McDermott. Erickson still
holds all the Northwestern women’s scor-
ing records except the single-season goals-
scored mark, which fell only last year.

When Erickson graduated in 1998, Mc-
Dermott encouraged her to try coaching,
having noticed her superior understand-
ing of the game and leadership traits as an
undergraduate assistant at soccer camps.
Erickson took an unpaid coaching posi-
tion at the University of California, Berke-
ley, and a year later, hopped coasts to as-
sist Wheaton. In 2000 she bounced back
to California as a full-time assistant at
Stanford.

Two years later, she had an unusual op-
portunity thrust upon her when head
coach Andy Nelson suddenly resigned
just before the start of the season. Erick-
son and fellow assistant coach Paul Saps-
ford took over as interim head coaches
and led Stanford to a phenomenal year.
The Cardinal ranked first in the nation
for eight weeks that fall, went undefeated
in the Pac-10 Conference, and broke a
bushel of records while rolling to a 21-2
season. Stanford lost in the NCAA quar-
terfinals in a shootout after a game that
ended in a tie. “We have a little problem
about that 21-2 record,” Erickson says. “In
the regular season, a game that ends in a
tie is recorded as a tie. They do it di≠er-
ently in the NCAAs, with the game end-
ing in a shootout. The only team that beat
us in the regular season was North Car-
olina, 1-0.”

Stanford eventually chose Paul Ratli≠e
as its next head coach. Although Erickson
interviewed for the job, she believes that
Stanford “made a great hire—someone
who has proven himself over a long time,
not just a season.”

She stayed on as Ratli≠e’s assistant, but
soon became pregnant with her daughter
Xiah, who is now nearing her second
birthday. Erickson is a single parent, never
having married. “I’m proud to be a single
mom,” she says. Far from bemoaning the
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Head Booter
In her new job, soccer coach Stephanie Erickson goes on the attack.

New soccer coach Stephanie Erickson behind
the net on Ohiri Field. As a player, Erickson
directed quite a few balls into the netting her-
self: she still holds all but one scoring record at
her alma mater, Northwestern.
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disadvantages of the “mommy track,” she
notes that “It actually was very rewarding
for me to slow down my professional path
at a booming time in my career.” She had a
head coaching job o≠ered to her, but
chose instead to return to her alma mater,
Northwestern, as an assistant to one of
her best friends, Jenny Haigh. “Most peo-
ple would call that a backward step,” Er-
ickson says, but Chicago was “closer to
home, closer to help [with Xiah], and, as a
Northwestern alumna, in a sense it felt
like I was going home.”

She coached there last fall and “wasn’t
planning on leaving for a long time,” Er-
ickson says. “I had a great little life. I
knew that if I were to be a head coach,
there was a very short list of schools I
would consider. Harvard was on that list.
The combination of elite academics and
elite athletics is what I do best. It’s where
I can relate to players and recruit success-
fully. I believe in what’s going on—having
integrity with academic standards, and
not compromising that for athletics,
while still being successful on the field. A
lot of people would shy away from that

challenge, thinking it would be hard to
win. But Stanford is the ‘academic’ school
of the Pac-10 and Northwestern is the
academic school of the Big Ten. That’s the
kind of student athlete I want to coach,
and the kind I was.”

Erickson endorses a sense of propor-
tion, not only between studies and
sports, but between work and the rest of
life. “I have a daughter, and I don’t want to

deprive her of a life,” she says. That does-
n’t mean that the new coach’s goal isn’t to
win the Ivy championship and be in na-
tional contention every fall. In fact, young
Xiah, who already talks about soccer and
has seen quite a few games, may become
the youngest assistant in the country. The
toddler has not yet played any soccer but,
as her mother says, “She tries.”

�craig lambert
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“It’s such a crazy position,” says Katie Shields ’06, who has
tended goal for the Harvard women’s soccer team since her
freshman year. “All summer [of 2005] I worked with goalkeep-
ers at a soccer camp, and they are the craziest collection of
athletes you can imagine. Basically, you’re putting your body in
front of the soccer ball—you’re trying to get hit by the ball. But
every time you touch the ball, it matters; there’s the chance to
make a difference in the game.And whenever you make a mis-
take, it means a goal. There’s no other position in sports with 
so much adrenaline. You have to be in top condition, but 90 
percent of the effort is mental. I’ve had games when I didn’t
touch the ball for the whole 90 minutes, and at the end I was 
totally exhausted.”

Shields co-captains the Crimson with back Laura Odorczyk
’08, and was named to the All-Ivy Second Team last year after
surrendering only five goals in eight games played, for a stingy
goals-against average of 0.63. (Brittany Meeks ’07, who played
seven games in goal, was nearly as parsimonious at 0.96.)

Shields grew up in an athletic family in Dana Point, California,
in Orange County. She started soccer at age five, but didn’t 
settle into goal until she began high school, which, she says,
“is actually pretty late for goalkeepers nowadays.” Her club
team, the Southern California Blues, were national champions 
in 1999 and finalists in 2000. Shields hadn’t considered apply-

ing to Harvard until form-
er women’s coach Tim
Wheaton recruited her
after seeing her play in a
tournament in Texas.

Last fall, Harvard went 
4-3 in the Ivies, good for
fourth place behind Prince-
ton, Yale, and Penn. Yet the
Crimson’s loss to Prince-
ton, a team that went all
the way to the NCAA
semifinals, was a very close 1-0, and Harvard’s 8-7-2 over-
all record against a strong schedule earned them an at-large 
bid to the NCAA tournament.

Under new coach Stephanie Erickson (facing page), Harvard
plans to bring an offense-oriented game to Ohiri Field this fall.
That’s an exciting style of play, but it also runs the risk of allow-
ing breakaway opportunities for opponents, which will make
Shield’s shot-stopping abilities more important than ever. That
suits her fine. “Goalkeeping is a pressure position, but I just live
for it,” she says.“I love the last five minutes of a game that you’re
winning 1-0, or the penalty kick, or the breakaway that you have
to stop. I live for those moments. That’s why I play.”

T H E  U N D E R G R A D U AT E

The Long Goodbye
by amelia lester ’05

On a rainy summer’s night in New
York City, a month after graduation, a
group of my college friends meet for din-
ner. We are currently undergoing a period
of profound personal change: relocating
our lives, moving into apartments, start-

ing new jobs, forging new relationships.
Yet for all this “newness,” our conversa-
tion invariably turns to that which re-
mains fondly familiar. College, or at least
topics related to it, still dominates the
discussion: the boys who lived upstairs

Shielding the Goal

Katie Shields making a save in goal 
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