
FFC STANDOUTS OVERCOMING ACL INJURIES WHILE CONTINUING CAREERS 
IN COLLEGE 
 
Both Michaella van Maanen (right) and Clara Robbins 
(left) started their time with Fredericksburg FC when 
they joined the club’s Women’s Premier Soccer 
League (WPSL) side for its first season in 2014. 
 
They were both already promising young talents that 
joined the club and used the league as a means to 
push themselves harder as they aimed to compete at the highest level once college 
rolled around. 
 
The two would then join the club’s youth program after their time with the WPSL team 
with each eventually earning a call from top Atlantic Coast Conference college 
programs—van Maanen from N.C. State and Robbins from Florida State. 
 
The tandem’s first year of their new soccer journey would get off to vastly different 
starts. 

 
Unfortunately, Robbins’ playing future was put on hold 
after she tore the ACL in her right knee in March of last 
year in her final club tournament before heading off to 
join the Seminoles. 
 
The injury occurred when Robbins got tripped from 
behind while dribbling and fell, twisting the knee 
awkwardly. 
 

As first, she thought something didn’t feel right and she feared the worst, but while at 
the field, a trainer’s diagnosis gave hope that it might not be as bad as she feared. 
 
However, upon visiting a doctor shortly thereafter she received the devastating news 
that the ACL had indeed been torn. It was a crushing blow, but Robbins quickly realized 
it was a challenge she could face. 
 
“One of my worst nightmares was now real,” she said. “But once I accepted that and 
decided to move forward, I realized that I had the best support system from all of my 



friends and family. I knew I would be in great hands thanks to all of the Florida State 
medical staff and I firmly believed, and still do believe, that God always has a plan. 
 
“Those three realizations helped me find 
comfort and definitely changed my attitude 
about the whole situation.” 
 
Robbins would eventually decide to head to 
Tallahassee, Fla,. in mid-April of 2016 and 
get her surgery done by FSU’s orthopedic 
surgeon. 
 
She said, the road to recovery started 
almost immediately after the surgery was completed. 
 
“Although there isn't a whole lot that can be done initially, I was given a protocol with 
some exercises that had to be done 3-4 times a day. As more progress was made, the 
work became more and more vigorous, but it was exciting.” 

 
While Robbins was starting her road to back 
to the field, van Maanen’s college career got 
off to wonderful start as she played in all 22 of 
the Wolfpack’s games, compiling four goals 
and two assists as a freshman. 
 
Following that, van Maanen joined the Seattle 
Sounders WPSL team in May of this year to 
help get herself prepared for her sophomore 
season. 
 

Disastrously, her time with the Sounders would come to a halt early when she planted 
her right leg funny after blocking a shot in a 3-v-3 drill. 
 
Van Maanen said she heard two pops and knew instantaneously something wasn’t 
right. 
 
“It felt like I had actually broken my knee because I didn’t feel a connection between my 
feet/shin/calves and my thigh/quad,” she said. “However, I knew this wasn’t the case 
because the pain actually wasn’t that bad and I could walk on it after. Mentally I was in 



shock. I had never been injured before and I wasn’t expecting this serious of an injury to 
ever happen to me.” 
 
Trainers at the field gave van Maanen 
their unfortunate diagnosis and suggested 
an MRI, which would confirm the bad 
news a few days later. 
 
Like Robbins, van Maanen headed to 
school to get the surgery done. She drove 
to Raleigh, N.C., and the surgeon that 
works with the team did a patellar tendon 
graft to repair the damage in June. 
 
Also like her former teammate, the road to recovery began almost immediately and saw 
success as time went on. 
 
“Right after surgery, I drove to our training room and met with our trainers and did very 
minimal exercises,” she said. “Slowly, as time goes on you can feel your knee and 
muscles get stronger, I still feel that growth, and are able to incorporate more exercises. 
Now, I do rehab 2-3 times a day for a couple of hours including treatment.” 
 
For both, a large part of the recovery process was and has been dealing with the 
process mentally. 
 
“I think the hardest part was remembering what it feels like to be healthy and play 
soccer and knowing that was months away,” Robbins said. 
 
“Your mentality throughout the process has to be there,” van Maanen added. “This isn’t 
an injury where you can take short cuts or try to skip steps. Managing rehab through 
school is also tricky, as my workload has essentially doubled. There are many hard 
things that come along with an injury like this as you’re mentally and physically tired all 
the time.” 
 
But the two pushed through those mental hurdles with the simple motivation of wanting 
to be able to play again. 
 
For Robbins, playing again became reality when she was fully clear to return to the field 
at the beginning of 2017—8½ months after surgery. 
 



“I was doing some noncontact training with the team a little before that, but I really 
jumped into everything right after being cleared,” she said. “I was extremely happy. That 
was probably the part of the journey I was looking forward to the most.” 

 
Due to the injury, Robbins (left, in white 
jersey) will be a red-shirt freshman at 
Florida State this year, meaning she will 
still have four years of eligibility left 
since she had to sit out her entire 
freshman season. 
 
With the current season underway, 
Robbins has played in all of the 
Seminoles games so far, notching her 
first-career assists in then fourth-ranked 
FSU’s 4-2 win over Samford on Aug. 24. 
 

For van Maanen, the rehab continues as she works toward her goal of a return to the 
field. It won’t be during this season, but being at “peak” fitness between December and 
February is the target. Being full cleared by sometime in February is the ultimate aim. 
 
The sophomore at N.C. State can’t wait to get back to technical training in a few months 
and be able to participate in Spring games in 2018. The taste or playing her freshman 
season still fresh on her mind. 
 
“I don’t think I’ll be able to process how 
excited I’ll be when I get to step on the 
field again,” van Maanen (right, in black 
jersey) said. “The experience I got playing 
as a freshman in the ACC was amazing 
and I know that it will take a lot of hard 
work to reach that level again, yet I’m 
excited for the challenge.” 
 
Both players had advice for any players on 
the road to recovery from injuries 
themselves: 
 
“Positivity is key!” Robbins expressed. “A few rough days are inevitable, but being able 
to push through it and keep moving forward was the most important thing for me.” 
 
“Mindset is everything. Having a strong, positive mindset and celebrating the small 
victories makes the biggest difference throughout the recovery process,” van Maanen 



asserted. “Also, don’t skip the small things. The rehab isn’t supposed to be easy, but it’s 
one of those things where ‘How bad do you want it?’ comes into play.” 
 
—By Tom Leiss, FFC Social Media / Press / Communications 


