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HOCKEY MOM OF THE YEAR

Hockey Mom of the Year winner Jacqueline Newakowski and her family.

HOCKEY MOM OF THE TEAR:

A JUGGLING ACT

JACQUELINE NOWAKOWSKI BALANCES HOCKEY, A MOM TO THREE, AND BREAST CANCER

By Heather Rule

hen Jacqueline
Nowakowski saw the
2026 Hockey Mom
All-Star Challenge contest, she
thought the self-nomination was a

chance to win a gift card. She had no idea it
was much more of a production with other events
and commitments.

She was also in the midst of treatment for a
breast cancer diagnosis.

Nowakowski had surgery in late October, around
the time she found out she was a finalist for Hockey
Mom of the Year. She wasn't sure if she'd be able to
attend all the events for the contest, and though
she missed a couple of things, she was on the
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rotunda stage at the Mall of America with the other
finalists Nov. 13 to compete in the Hockey Mom
All-Star Challenge.

“l was just recovering from surgery and still am,”
Nowakowski said. “l would’ve been here no matter
what, even if it was in a stretcher, honestly.”

Nowakowski, of Lino Lakes, was crowned the
2026 Hockey Mom of the Year.

She shared her hockey story, made a TikTok
video and answered interview questions, all part
of the “hockey-themed challenges” of the event,
put on in a joint effort between Minnesota Sports
and Events, WCCO-830 Radio and the Mall of
America. Along with other prizes, including an
official, golden Hockey Mom Hockey Stick trophy,
Nowakowski will be recognized at selected World
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Junior Championship games at Grand Casino Arena.

The contest launched in August as part of the
lead-up events to the WJC in an effort to celebrate
the heart of the hockey community.

Five judges tallied ballots to determine the
winner following the Hockey Mom All-Star
Challenge. Among the other finalists, Deanna
Brewer, of Somerset, Wis., is a mom to son, Ryder,
14, who has played hockey for 11 years. Brewer
loves the moments on the road traveling for hockey
wearing her lucky sweatshirt with a Red Bull in
hand.

Deanna Hernandez, of Elk River, calls herself
“the hug that heals” for her hockey family whose
favorite team meal is known as “Moms and
Mimosas” in the parking lot before early-morning
games.

Emmy Loycano, of Maple Plain, found support
from her hockey community following the death
of her 11-year-old daughter, Lilyana, after a car
crash last winter. In a regional championship game
earlier this year, her son scored a hat trick and, in
celebration, pointed to the purple tape, a tribute to
his sister’s favorite color, on his stick after scoring
each goal.

Jaimie Schnacky, of Hudson, Wis., and her
passion for hockey spill over to her family’s do-it-
yourself backyard rink that was featured on Access
Hollywood and the relationship built with their
billet son. Like Nowakowski, Schnacky didn’t grow
up with the sport and didn’t understand the hype
- until she married a hockey fanatic. She said in
her contest entry that there’s “no greater gift than
being a hockey mom.”

The contest used the term “Hockey Mom” to
celebrate moms and any adults - moms, dads,
grandparents or other family members - who
help make hockey possible for young athletes. It’s
everything from cheering for goals to making sure
players have all their hockey equipment, even if it
means making another trip back to the house.

Hockey moms in Minnesota, North Dakota,
South Dakota and Wisconsin were eligible to enter
the contest. Entires highlighted what made them
a “chief hockey officer” and shared their favorite
hockey-mom moment, game-day superstition,
hockey photo, best team potluck item and how
hockey has benefited their young hockey player.

The five finalists were announced Oct. 20 on
Vineeta Sawkar’s WCCO-830 morning radio
show. Kristi Plante and Sawkar, a pair of hockey
moms, were the MCs for the Hockey Mom All-Star
Challenge. Plante, a University of Minnesota Duluth
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Athletic Hall of Famer, is a hockey mom to three
boys, Zam, Max and Victor. Max won a gold medal
at the WJC last year. Raising a hockey player, or
three, takes a village, Plante said.

“It's not just about the players,” Plante said. “It's
about the communities that make it happen for
these kids.”

For Plante, being a hockey mom means being
a “master scheduler,” especially having multiple
hockey players. One kid might have a practice at 6
a.m., while another has a late practice that day at 9
p.m. It’s a balance of making sure they get to and
from the home and the hockey rink, that they have
their equipment, and figuring out meals or food in
between meal times.

“ It’s just mom

mode. Like
putting yourself
last. Making
sure that your
kids have what
they need to
succeed. Hockey
mom is doing
what he needs
on the go.”

— Jacqueline Nowakowski

This Hockey Mom contest was a way to honor the
support it takes to raise a hockey player, Plante said.

“Because a lot of times, it gets lost in the shuffle,”
she added. “And realizing how exhaustive the
support can be just making it happen.”

Sawkar is a hockey mom to son, Jack, a former
goaltender for St. Paul Highland Park and St.
Scholastica programs. He's now an assistant/
goalie coach with St. Paul hockey. Her son and her
daughter played many different sports, but once
Jack put on skates and joined a hockey team, their
family became part of a culture that is like no other
sport, Sawkar said.

Continued on next page
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JACQUELINE NOWAKOWSKI BALANCES HOCKEY, THREE KIDS, AND BREAST CANCER
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“It's a community,” she said. “There’s something
different about the people who decide to make
this part of their lives. Your entire family becomes a
hockey family.

“Some of my best friends are hockey parents
that | met through the years, and we've spent so
many hours together watching, personally, my
favorite sport. So, that’s also what really binds me to
those memories is | loved watching my son play my
favorite sport.”

Sawkar was energized when Minnesota Sports
and Events asked her to be involved in the Hockey
Mom All-Star Challenge.

“"Wow, you want to recognize the CEO of
the hockey family?’” Sawkar said. “For them to
understand the sacrifices that hockey moms, or
hockey parents or hockey family members go
through, it's pretty special.

“To meet these (Hockey Mom finalist) moms... |
look at each of them, and | say ‘l want to do it over
just like you. It's so fun.”

Once that golden hockey stick was placed in
Nowakowski’s hands, she said she felt shocked to
win Hockey Mom of the Year.

“Still kind of processing everything,” Nowakowski
said. “Excited. Looking forward to hockey this year,
like every year. But this'll make it even that much
more special with all these events and everything
happening and winning this.

“It’ll just make the year so much more special.”

Nowakowski has three boys, Leo (11), Owen
(8) and Jake (4), and their family is part of the
Centennial hockey program. But hockey is a
relatively new sport to her. She grew up playing
volleyball in high school and college. Her husband
was a basketball and football player.

“We introduced all three kids to all sports just to
see if they wanted to do anything or be involved in
anything,” Nowakowski said. “My oldest fell in love
with hockey immediately at 4 (years old).”

The hockey mom role is all about organization
for Nowakowski. In her contest entry, she included
that when they pull out of the driveway for a hockey
game, she always asks: “Do you have a water, bottle,
jersey and stick?” Though her family laughs every
time, she also noted that they've had to turn back at
least once for a forgotten item.

Hockey mom knows best.

“It's just mom mode,” Nowakowski said. “Like

putting yourself last. Making sure that your kids
have what they need to succeed. Hockey mom is
doing what he needs on the go.”

That sense of community has meant so much
more since Nowakowski’s cancer diagnosis. She
found out in June, went for an immediate second
opinion at the Mayo Clinic and then underwent
treatment at a local hospital for 12 weeks before her
recent surgery.

She’s doing relatively well and on the road to
recovery, with each day getting a little bit better,
but “it was just a whirlwind summer,” she added.

The boys’ hockey teams stepped up, dropping off
meals at their doorstep, providing rides, and their
hockey teammates added pink tape to their sticks
and pink stickers on their helmets. The support,
conversation, community and love were felt all
around them, Nowakowski said.

“It's allowed him (Leo) to just continue playing
hockey without the blink of an eye, and just
continue the community that he’s used to,”
Nowakowski said.

She has so much fun watching Leo play the sport,
noting he's obsessed with hockey. He'll come home
from a weekend tournament and strap on his roller
blades to skate outside. They usually have to pull
him away from skating or time in their indoor sport
court when it's time to eat or do homework.

Such is the hockey-mom life.

Leo enjoys looking up in the stands and seeing
his mom smiling or cheering for him after he scores.
Those are the moments that stick with him, Leo
said.

“She never misses a game if she can help it,” Leo
said. “Even when she was going through cancer
treatments, she came to the rink whenever she felt
strong enough. Seeing her there made me want to
play harder.”

Seeing his mom win Hockey Mom of the Year
made Leo even more proud because of everything
Jacqueline has been through the past year.

“Seeing her win showed how strong she is,” Leo

said. Q



