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The Shakopee girls” program suffered a huge loss in
December of 2023 when senior Mikayla McCarvel later
died from injuries sustained in an automobile accident.
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TEAMMATE TRIBUTE

THE GIRLS" PROGRAM KEEPS MIKAYLA MCCARVEL'S MEMORY CLOSE THROUGHOUT THE SEASON

By Heather Rule

aime Grossman has coached girls” high
J school hockey for nearly 30 years. He's
won state championships with two
different programs. But it was last season
- his third leading the Shakopee girls’
program — which he refers to as his “most
impactful year as a head coach.”

In the most difficult of circumstances, he helped
his program through an unimaginable tragedy when
one of their players, Mikayla McCarvel, died from
injuries sustained in an automobile accident on Dec.
26,2023.

“Just helping those kids through that situation
that we wouldn't want any other kids to go through
and any of our families to go through,” Grossman
said. “This is probably bigger than any state
tournament game we've ever played, because it's
about how we help these kids get through this and
answer the questions and be there for them.”

McCarvel, a senior with the Sabers last season,
died on Jan. 16, 2024, only two days after her 18th
birthday.

A little more than a year later, Shakopee hosted
Hockey Day Minnesota. McCarvel hadn’t decided on
a college yet before the accident, but her parents,
Dan and Hillary McCarvel, knew Mikayla would
have been home in Shakopee to take in the Hockey
Day Minnesota weekend.

“She would've been out there cheering on
Thursday night,” Dan said. “They were definitely
talking about it last year and looking forward to
Hockey Day here this year in Shakopee.”

The girls’team skated to a 1-1 tie with Brainerd/
Little Falls under the lights and frigid temperatures
as part of Thursday’s girls’ day for Hockey Day
Minnesota. The varsity girls also went on Valleyfair
rides in between periods during Wednesday's JV
game, and then again before their game Thursday as
“a little pregame warmup,” said Emerson Young, a
senior captain and left wing.

“It was probably one of the best experiences I've
had yet with hockey,” Young said, of Hockey Day
Minnesota.

That result brought the Sabers’record this season
to 13-9-2 with one regular-season game remaining
before entering the Class 2A, Section 2 playoffs.
Shakopee found its stride in December this season,
rattling off five-straight wins from Dec. 12-21. But
they went into Hockey Day Minnesota having lost
three of four games to Rosemount, Lakeville North
and then to rival Prior Lake in overtime.

Still, the Sabers have come back stronger this
season after such a different 2023-24, both on and
off the ice. Shakopee went 8-18 last season, which
included losing 12 of the first 13 games.

‘ ‘ This is probably

bigger than any state
tournament game we've
ever played, because it's
ahout how we help these
kids get through this and
answer the questions
and be there for them.”

— Jaime Grossman

‘A hole of sadness’

Then everything compounded further with news
of Mikayla’s accident and then her passing. Priorities
shifted as the Sabers spent more time together
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Sabers"coach Jaime
Grossman looks on'during
HDM 2025 in Shakopee.
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away from the rink, away from hockey, to support
Mikayla's family.

They heard about the accident before their
holiday tournament, and they played through
the unknown of what was happening with their
teammate and friend, said captain and senior
defenseman Alex Snowden. Hearing the news of
Mikayla's death also understandably hit the team
hard.

“We were trying to find our drive still,’ Snowden
said. “Because we had the idea that she, she was the
glue of our team. And | would definitely say that she
worked hard. She was smiling always. She always
brought the joy to the rink.”

Young grew up playing on a line with Mikayla in
the Shakopee youth ranks. No matter what — say
one of them made a team and the other didn't, for
instance — Mikayla always had a smile on her face.

Last year was probably one of the hardest things
Young said she had to do.

“Our whole team fell into a hole of sadness, and
we didn't want to be there,"Young said. “We didn’t
want to do anything, even though we were telling
ourselves that we were going to do it for her. We all
knew deep down that we really did not want to.

“Then we made it our goal this year to not just
forget about what happened and make sure that her
life still lives on.”

Despite such an enormous tragedy, the McCarvels
and Grossman recognize the outpouring of support
from the Shakopee community and beyond. For
instance, each Prior Lake girls"hockey player, rivals
on the ice, delivered handwritten notes to the
lockers of each Shakopee girls’hockey player last
season.

“I think that grew a bond and connection to two
teams that were really hard rivals in every other
sport,” Grossman said. “But it drew us together just
feeling that they were there for us. So, | think there
was some positives that came from that.

“What we learned is how to lean on each other
and how to grow. How to handle some really difficult
stuff. And that we're capable of handling difficult
stuff moving forward."

The Prior Lake girls’ team also served as hostesses
after Mikayla’s funeral service, which was moved
to Prior Lake due to the size of the funeral. It was
incredible to see those two hockey rivals come
together in “community even amongst that rivalry,’
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Dan said.

The McCarvels have recently gone through a lot
of those “firsts” in the wake of the anniversary of
Mikayla's passing.

“We go through this experience, and as much as
there’s rough things in the world today, there was so
much goodness that came out of last year,” Dan said.
“Incredible how people just were there for us, they
continue to be there for us.

“We talk about that a lot. People want to support
and wrap their arms around us, and that's exactly
what happened. And not only us. There’s a lot of
people. Mikayla touched a lot of lives in Shakopee.”

Mikayla saw the hig picture

Mikayla was born and
raised in Shakopee. Though
not from a hockey family,
Mikayla followed in her
older brother’s footsteps
and embraced hockey
as her main sport. She
recorded two assists last
season.

Mikayla wanted to
have fun playing hockey
and maintained a positive
outlook. Her parents
sometimes wondered if
she took the sport seriously
enough, as she was always
ready to move on to the
next thing after a game.

An interaction she
had with a teammate last
season indicated that

what makes our team better. ... You working hard is
going to make me better.”

It was unique that Mikayla had that perspective at
such a young age, Grossman said.

“Not all kids get that,’ Grossman said. “Not all kids
see that big picture. It's hard sometimes. And the
fact that she did was truly something that made her
amazing.”’

When Grossman met with the team'’s leadership
group prior to this season, they told him they
wanted to remember Mikayla in everything they do.
In many symbolic ways, she’s still part of the team.
The girls decorate her hockey locker. They talk about
her, play for her. They're close with the McCarvel
family.

They wore helmet stickers
on Mikayla's honor for Hockey
Day Minnesota, and they wear
special patches on their home
and away jerseys. The patch
is a No. 15 with a sunset in
the background “because she
enjoyed watching the sunsets
at night with her best friends,”
Snowden said. Other teams
like Eagan, Prior Lake and
Rosemount also made stickers
that they gave to Shakopee.

“They also have a flag that
the youth skaters skate out
before the team starts their
game,” Hillary said. “It's just a
nice way to include Mikayla
and remember she’s still with
them!

Shakopee also retired

being a good teammate
was something she
took seriously. Mikayla was
competing for a spot on the third line. While she
understood the team's defensive-zone system well,
another teammate — also competing for that third-
line spot — struggled to pick it up.
So, Mikayla grabbed a whiteboard and explained
the D zone to her teammate on team bus rides.
“The kid was just flabbergasted, like ‘we're
competing for this spot, and you're giving me all this
information,” Grossman said.
Grossman said Mikayla’s response was: “'This is
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Mikayla's No. 15 jersey earlier
this season.

Grossman wanted his players
to learn that the path through
life won't always be smooth, so they're going to have
to be prepared for how to handle those hard aspects
of life and how to have a support system when
tough circumstances arise.

“I couldn’t be more proud of our kids on how they
handled it and how they’ve grown,” Grossman said.
“We've really just seen a side of these girls that's
bigger than the game of hockey” @&
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