UNC soccer coach dominates women’s soccer 

By Sydney Harris

 “Are you with me?”

That is what Anson Dorrance asks his players before every game, sophomore midfielder Reilly Parker says, and, by the end of the speech, you are with him. You believe everything he says. You believe in yourself. 

Sometimes he tells you what the other team thinks of you, that they’ve been saying they can beat you, using bulletin board material to fuel his players. Sometimes he tells you you’re great enough, that you can win, allowing positivity to run through his players. And every time you believe him. 

That is the type of charisma and enthusiasm Dorrance brings to the game every single day, Parker says. 

Coach of the first Women’s World Cup championship team. Eight-time National Coach of the Year. Twenty-one NCAA Women’s Soccer Championships.

After more than 30 years coaching soccer, Anson Dorrance has become one of the most successful and prominent figures in women’s soccer. He has changed the game in so many ways, and, even more important to his players, he changes lives, Parker said. 

He does more than make you a better player; he makes you a better person. He cares about what comes after soccer. That is what sets him apart from other coaches, Parker explains. 

Janelle Davis, UNC-CH senior and SportsXtra reporter, finds this aspect of Dorrance to be one of the most astonishing. 

“It’s less about wins and more about seeing women mature, and being a part of people’s lives,” Davis said. “It was really cool to see the big picture, that although he has been extremely successful in his career, he has also learned and grown during this experience.” 

Dorrance feels differently and believes the women he has had the honor of coaching have taught him more than he could possibly teach them.

“Coaching women has made me a better husband, a better father and a better coach. They’ve changed me,” Dorrance told Tim Crothers in Crothers' biography of the head coach “The Man Watching.” 
“They’ve taught me how to relate better as a human being, and I’ve taught them how to compete. They’ve given me one of the great gifts that women possess, and I’ve given them one of the great gifts that men possess, and I am clearly the victor in that exchange.”

Born in Bombay, India, Dorrance traveled the world as the son of an American oil executive. But it was in Kenya where he fell in love with soccer. 

He eventually moved to the United States to attend college at Saint Mary’s in San Antonio, Texas. But he had a greater calling. Dorrance was meant to be a Tar Heel. 

After his first fall semester, he transferred to UNC-Chapel Hill. It didn’t take long before Dorrance found his way to the soccer field he knew and loved. After walking onto the school’s soccer team, he became a three-time All-ACC Player, and eventually became the men’s head coach. 

Dorrance and his wife, M’Liss Gary Dorrance, whom he met living overseas, were married in 1974. They celebrated their 38th wedding anniversary in August. The Dorrances also have three children, two daughters and a son, two of whom were also Tar Heels. 

In 1979, five years after marrying his sweetheart, Dorrance found his calling. He established the women’s team and within two years guided UNC-CH to the Association for Intercollegiate Athletics for Women title. In 1982, the NCAA recognized women’s soccer as an inter-collegiate sport, and since then Dorrance’s Tar Heels have won 21 NCAA championships. 

Domination is the word Davis used to describe Dorrance and his program. 

Before transferring to UNC-CH herself, Davis played collegiate soccer at Northwest Nazarene University. Like most women’s soccer players before her, Davis idolized Dorrance. 

“I have read all of Anson’s books and went to the UNC camp when I was in high school, so it was a huge honor to interview him when I came here. It was very exciting, and I was nervous. It still is. Even though I’ve interviewed him a ton of times since, I still get a little nervous,“ Davis said

Davis wasn’t the only who was nervous to meet the man she looked up to growing up. Parker remembers the first time she met Dorrance. She was nervous and awkward. It was hard not to be intimidated by her idol; she was already amazed he wanted her to play for his team. Not that she needed much convincing, but it was Dorrance’s honesty and charisma that brought her to Chapel Hill. 

That honesty is a crucial element in the relationship Dorrance has created not just with Parker but also with all of his players, past and present. He’s not going to sugar coat anything for you; Dorrance will lay it all out for his players and show them the numbers to back up his words, Parker said. Anytime she goes to him outside of practice, whether it is involving a soccer situation or something outside of the game, Dorrance is honest. That authenticity is why players like Parker treasure his praise and compliments. He means everything he says.  

“That is just his personality in general,” Crothers said. “He’s not a secretive guy. It extends to his coaching as well.”

“His real mission in his career is to grow the game of soccer, and what it takes to grow the game of soccer is what he wants to do. Including making other teams better by being more than willing to share what knowledge he has gained over his career.”

Parker admires Dorrance for more than his honesty. 

“Oh gosh, there are so many words that come to mind with Anson,” Parker said.

 “What he’s achieved, what he’s still continuing to achieve, his entire look on life and everything is… unbelievable,” Parker said. 

Any onlooker can see how unbelievable Dorrance is. The passion he carries with him onto the field is evident from the minute one arrives at Fetzer Field at UNC-CH. He’s competitive; there is no doubt about that. He’s driven. And that drive has worn off on the young women on the field. He does not like to lose. Ever. 

“You can’t say enough for how much he has done for women’s soccer,” Davis said. “He was there creating this program, shaping this program, he was the first coach of the women’s national team. He shaped women’s soccer into what it is today, and it is a huge sport, especially for youth’s women soccer.”

“It’s not really the dynasty in my mind,” said Crothers, referring to Dorrance’s legacy and UNC-CH’s success. “It’s the idea that for his entire life his desire has been that he wants to grow the game, not just in the U.S.”

“I don’t know if he ever thinks about his legacy, but, if he ever did, it would be that he tried his best all these years to grow the game of soccer,” Crothers said. “Even if it was at the potential peril of his own team.”

So, are you with him? 
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