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Lee Stecklein started and ended the last hockey season as a champion.

The defenseman had already won three national championships with the University of
Minnesota women’s hockey team, plus an Olympic gold medal with Team USA at
PyeongChang in 2018, when she made her debut as a professional hockey player in 2018-19
at the same time the Minnesota Whitecaps made their debut in the National Women’s
Hockey League.
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With the Whitecaps having been around since 2004, finally joining the five-team NWHL
last season marked a milestone. And Stecklein was a big piece of the new chapter. The
Roseville native had two goals and 13 assists in 18 games last season, though by far her
biggest moment was the final one of the season when she scored the overtime goal to win the
Isobel Cup for Minnesota.

Only 49 seconds into overtime of a 1-1 game, she fired the puck toward the net from the blue
line after an offensive-zone faceoff. While she hoped for a tip or rebound in front, her clean
shot found its way to the back of the net for the 2-1 victory over the Buffalo Beauts. The
Whitecaps finished their inaugural NWHL season with a 14-4 record and a championship.
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As exciting as it was to win the Isobel Cup and be named playoff MVP while wearing a
Whitecaps sweater, things shifted a couple of months later. In May, Stecklein joined about
200 other women’s hockey players in boycotting play in any professional league for the
upcoming season. Instead, she and the others — like Minnesota natives Brandt, Dani
Cameranesi, Kelly Pannek and Sophia Shaver — formed the Professional Women’s Hockey
Players Association.

Word of the boycott spread through social media on May 2 with a #ForTheGame hashtag as
players like Stecklein posted a graphic with a statement to their individual accounts on
Twitter and/or Instagram. The caption under the photo read: “We may represent different
teams, leagues and countries but collectively we stand as one. #ForTheGame.”
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Part of the statement made clear that the players were saying it’s time “to create a sustainable
professional league for Women’s Hockey.” It also added that they would not play in any league
in North America this season until they get “the resources that professional hockey demands
and deserves.”

By May 20, the PWHPA was formed with players from the United States, Canada and
Europe. The PWHPA’s mission, according to its website (http://pwhpa.com/), is in part “to
provide a united voice to players advocating for the creation of a sustainable professional
league.” It’s also part of the mission to coordinate training needs and opportunities
throughout this hockey season, and “to collaborate with like-minded organizations to make
hockey more inclusive for women today and for the girls of the next generation.”

While the NWHL rolls on with a new season — the Whitecaps, with several new faces, are
10-4-2 with eight regular-season games remaining — the PWHPA players started the Dream
Gap Tour, a traveling showcase throughout North America this fall and winter that included
stops in Toronto, New Hampshire, Chicago and Philadelphia.

The Dream Gap Tour’s purpose is “to draw attention to the fact that there currently is not a
league that consistently showcases the best product of women’s hockey in the world, pays its
players a living wage and has the infrastructure to set the game up to succeed,” according to
PWHPA.com.

Stecklein participated at the Dream Gap Tour events in Hudson, New Hampshire in early
October and in Chicago later the same month. In mid-December, Stecklein was part of the
Minnesota Wild’s fourth annual Girls’ Hockey Weekend, making the “Let’s Play Hockey!”
announcement before a game and skating with the Wild players at practice at TRIA Rink.
She said it was the first time she had been back to the rink since the day she scored the
championship-winning goal for the Whitecaps.

Stecklein will be in attendance Saturday for the Gophers women’s hockey game at Parade
Stadium, part of this week’s Hockey Day Minnesota festivities. As the annual showcase of the
sport in the state approaches, The Athletic sat down with Stecklein after her practice with the
Wild last month to speak about her decision to step away from the NWHL, the PWHPA’s
Dream Gap Tour and the mission of the PWHPA.
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There was a lot of excitement with the NWHL, the Whitecaps last season. You obviously
had a pretty big goal at the end of it. What are some of the big memories that stand out to
you from last season?

From last season, it was really awesome to be here at TRIA Rink. It’s an awesome new
facility. I just remember the fans. That’s Minnesota hockey with people coming out every
weekend. I think it was important to have that here for that year. I mean, it’s still here,
unfortunately I’m not playing, but just it’s exciting to have it tied to the Wild in that way.

Last May, the #ForTheGame hashtag and post circulated on social media. How did you
first hear about that or get involved with that?

It was something a lot of our national team players had talked about, especially after the
Canadian women’s league (CWHL) folded (in March)
(https://theathletic.com/898427/2019/03/31/nwhl-to-investigate-adding-canadian-teams-
after-cwhl-abruptly-folds/). We were really looking at what was next, and we felt like there
was a group of us that’s been in the NWHL for a while and in both of those leagues. We’ve
had people who’ve played in both for a while. We were trying to figure out what was next, and
we didn’t want to miss an opportunity.

We felt like there was a lot of momentum and good attention on women’s hockey right now,
and to see if we could keep that going and try to create something different. It’s still
something we’re working on. We’re still trying to have as many showcases as possible, and it’s
been awesome to see organizations like the Blackhawks and I think the Capitals are getting
involved in different ways, and Philadelphia and Toronto. Going to those markets has been
exciting and continuing to get little girls out there watching our games.
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Was there any hesitation about your decision that you were going to be a part of this? Did
you kind of weigh out any pros and cons with joining the movement and stepping away
from the Whitecaps?

I don’t think there was hesitation. It felt right, and I knew it was what we needed to do. It
doesn’t mean it was easy, necessarily. But the Whitecaps have been around for 16 years in
Minnesota even before they joined the NWHL. I have nothing but respect for them and what
they’ve continued to do for girls’ hockey. But like I said, it felt like what needed to be done.
And knowing that there were 200 of us strong going in together made it much easier.

For those that maybe still don’t know a lot about the #ForTheGame message, what is
something that you would tell them about your mission, the PWHPA’s mission, and what
you’re trying to accomplish?  

Stecklein, at Minnesota Wild practice last month. (Erin Loughrey / Minnesota Wild)



I think something we’re really trying to accomplish is having the opportunity for girls,
especially right out of college, to focus on training for hockey in a way that we haven’t gotten
to do before. We’re very lucky at the national team level that we were getting support in other
ways. And when you see the funding that’s available and the resources that we have available,
it’s crazy how much better we can get.

I think our game will continue to grow if we have even more players with those opportunities.
Getting more ice time, getting staff and the resources and trying to gather those things is
really what we’re focused on. We would love — obviously everyone wants a wage increase, too,
but I think there are all those other things. We have girls who’ve moved places for far less and
really scrape by. And that’s incredible that they’ve been able to do it for so long. But really
trying to make it so the next group won’t have to is, I think, what our main message is about.

What are some of those things that you are looking for, that people may not think about
that with men’s professional teams it’s just kind of a given?

For us, it is more ice time. Two practices a week is what was available. And you’re going to
make that work if you have to, but the more times you’re able to get on the ice, the more
training you have. Strength and conditioning, having access to a weight room — some did,
some didn’t. That’s something that’s always varied. Things like that that weren’t necessarily
given, that we’d like. And we always want fancy things, too, but I think at the end of the day
it comes back to the hockey and what we’re able to do on the ice.

Thinking back to the Whitecaps schedule, practice isn’t necessarily at an ideal time. Wasn’t
it later at night when you could get the facilities?

The way it was set up, everyone had jobs. Ice time was always later. Usually late in the
evenings, which can be tricky. People have other things that they’re having to do, too, because
of the way everything was run. Ice time in the middle of the day, extended ice time, it’s tough.
An hour of practice twice a week, and that was how it was. It’s what we had, and we’re not
going to discount that for what it was. But if we can create something more, that’s definitely
what we’d like.

With the Dream Gap Tour, how did all that get started?



We started it, we knew even though we were going to be sitting out of the next NWHL
season, we really wanted to still be visible and still be around and create those opportunities
for people to come watch. We were lucky, Billie Jean King was a huge help. She stepped in,
helped us find the right resources so we were able to put on these showcases. And then it was
seeing who was interested. And like I said, there have been some great markets that have
stepped up and they wanted us there, which has been awesome.

It depends who (which players) go to which ones. We want to make sure everyone who’s
joined the association is involved, which is great. So we’ve been able to spread out so each
person can go.

You mentioned Billie Jean King, what is that like to have her support? She obviously was a
pioneer in the tennis world and for female athletes.

It’s surreal to have her support. She’s such an icon and she’s done so much for women’s sports
in general. It was a natural fit. We had some common connections, I think. She was fully on
board right away, and we’ve gotten a chance to meet her and hear her speak now. You get
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goosebumps just because she’s lived this all in a very different time and she was able to create
so much. One of her main messages is that whatever they were able to do they did because
they were able to stay together. That’s what we focused on, keeping our group together and
united as we move forward.

You have 200 players that are part of this association, but at the same time there’s still the
NWHL. They still have teams, and there’s a little bit of this divide. There are Whitecaps
players from last year and new ones. Is that tough to be able to navigate with the
friendships you’ve built? Has that been tough to have this separation?

I think it could be tough if you let it be. But at the end of the day, you have to step back and
know that they want women’s and girls’ hockey to grow, too. Everyone wants the same thing.
We just believe it can get there in different ways. At the end of the day, we’re all just trying to
grow this sport in whatever way we can. So I think if we focus on that, it’s pretty easy to stay
friends and stay friendly.

With the PWHPA, have there been certain goals or certain benchmarks, movement
anything that you have felt like, ‘OK, we’ve accomplished this or we’ve made this step
toward our eventual goal’?

Nothing that I know of yet, really. The number of markets we have, we’re really encouraged to
see people. Places like Washington, D.C., reaching out. They’ve seen the success we’ve had in
a place like Chicago. And knowing they want to be a part of it and getting our group of girls
there to want to clinic and play a game and do something like that. We feel like we’re doing
the right things and taking the right steps.

Who knows what comes next? We’re not quite sure what next year will look like, but for me
that’s what happens, it’ll happen or it won’t. If we can keep just providing those opportunities
for us to play and those girls to watch, that would be all we can do for now.

By the beginning of next season, do you have some kind of end goal in mind for that, if
there’s something that next year’s going to look like, or is it still just a work in progress?

I think it’s a work in progress. We’d love a league that develops and steps up, but if not, we’re
making the right connections and we’re gathering resources so that we’ll be able to do
whatever we need to so that we still have the places to play.



What did you think of this story?

MEH SOLID AWESOME

What would you say to a lot of these little girls, these young hockey teams about what you
are trying to do with the PWHPA?

I hope they would know that it’s not easy, necessarily, what we’re doing. But that we’re hoping
to create something that will last so that they have the chance to play in it. I think when you
dream of being a pro hockey player, you dream of doing what these NHL guys are doing. And
eventually you focus on college, you focus on whatever comes next, and you might realistically
have to adjust to that and realize that in this sport that’s not going to be an opportunity.

And I don’t want any other girl to have to re-adjust her mindset. I want her to be able to say,
‘I want to do what those guys or what those girls are doing’ and they have the opportunity to
go and do it just like that.

This interview has been edited for length and clarity.

(Top photo: Erin Loughrey / Minnesota Wild)
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I'm totally on board with the aspirations and the cause... I still question the methodology. It just feels like
barnstorming the best of your product without any roots to build a solid, fan-backed base for the
movement, to show potential investors that there is potential for growth, just seems like you're taking


