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INTRODUCTION
Planning for the season involves selecting the 
season’s content (objectives that involve skills, rules, 
strategies, conditioning and attitudes) and organizing 
it into a plan from which practices, games, and other 
events can be efficiently managed. This chapter 
provides some reasons why planning will be useful 
to you. It covers the steps you can use to develop 
a season plan, gives helpful examples of season 
objectives, and provides useful forms and examples 
for completing a season plan.

WHY PLAN?
Coaches agree that teaching the skills, rules, and 
strategies essential to the game of hockey are among 
their primary responsibilities. Most coaches would 
also agree that improving the physical condition 
of the players, promoting enjoyment of the game, 
sportsmanship, and attempting to avoid physical and 
psychological injury are also outcomes they wish to 
achieve. Many coaches fail, however, to recognize 
the importance of planning to accomplish these 
goals.

The achievement of goals (business, professional 
or sports) requires effective planning.

Organized practices are vital to maximizing the 
benefits of hockey and minimizing potentially 
negative effects. Disorganized practices often result 
in a failure to learn appropriate skills, rules, and/or 
strategies, and often contributes to injuries and the 
learning of incorrect information or skills.

Organizing your season and planning your practices 
prior to going on the ice can avoid these problems 
and can result in the following benefits:

• maximize valuable ice time
• ensure that the season objectives 

judged most essential will be included at 
appropriate times during the season

• match practice activities with your coaching 
role and season goals

• reduce the time devoted to planning 
practices

• effectively prepare the team for competition
• facilitate making day-to-day adjustments in 

practice objectives
• provide an important deterrent to liability 

lawsuits

DEVELOPING A SEASON PLAN
Several steps that are directly related to your role as 
coach can be used to develop a season plan. They 
involve:

1.  identifying the goals and objectives of the 
season

2.  sequencing the objectives into those that 
you wish to achieve in the pre, early, mid, 
and late season

3. identifying practice objectives

Identify Your Goals and Objectives for the Season
Your primary role as a youth hockey coach is to 
maximize the benefits your players obtain through 
participation in hockey while, at the same time, 
minimizing the costs. This single statement provides 
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the basis for identifying the specific goals and 
objectives for your coaching effort. You will influence 
your players either positively or negatively in each of 
the following four areas:

• skill (skating, passing, shooting, etc.)
• knowledge (rules, strategies, training 

guidelines)
• physical fitness (muscular and energy 

systems)
• attitude (personal or social feelings about 

hockey, self and others)

By thinking of these four areas as goals to develop 
skills, knowledge, fitness and appropriate attitudes, 
you are taking the initial step toward fulfilling 
your major role of “maximizing the benefits” of 
participation in hockey. You are also acting to 
fulfill your secondary role of “minimizing the costs” 
(psychological and/or physical injury being the 
major ones) by providing a specified purpose for 
the season. Although the identification of goals is 
an important first step, it is the selection of specific 
objectives within each goal area that provides the 
direction necessary to organize the season and plan 
effective practices. Each of the above goal areas 
include several objectives.

Selection of Skill Objectives
USA Hockey has recommended appropriate 
objectives for players at all levels of play. Key 
elements are the components of an objective that 
must be learned to achieve mastery of the skill. Key 
elements are the basis, therefore, of assessing player 
performance and for focusing our coaching efforts.

Selection of specific objectives within each goal 
area provides the direction necessary to organize 

for the season and plan effective practices.

Selection of Knowledge Objectives
Cognitive information such as rules, strategies 
of team play and information related to physical 
conditioning may be appropriate for your players 
to know. When you identify information that you 
want your players to know, it is important to treat 
that information as an objective. Rules pertaining 
to “offsides” and “icing,” how to warm up and cool 
down, what to eat for a pregame meal and exercises 

to avoid are all appropriate objectives because they 
can influence a player’s performance. By identifying 
these as objectives, it is more likely that they will be 
taught at an appropriate time during the season and 
at an appropriate level of understanding.

Attitudes
A primary objective in the season plan should be 
to have all players feel increasingly better about 
their ability as the season progresses. This should 
occur not only in the areas of skill, knowledge 
and fitness, but should also include qualities of 
character such as persistence, self-control, tolerance, 
respect for authority, encouragement of teammates, 
concentration on the task, commitment to best efforts 
and cooperation. Athletes need guidance (modeling, 
direction, encouragement, gentle rebuking, etc.) 
to develop such attributes. When achieved, these 
qualities contribute to performance in athletics and 
in life itself. Moreover, unlike the opponent, officials, 
and/or the “breaks of the game,” these qualities 
are within the control of individual players. The 
opportunity for individual control has been strongly 
linked to motivation and motivation is strongly linked 
to performance.

Coaches are responsible for developing socially 
desirable traits like cooperation, persistence, 

loyalty, and respect for authority.

As coaches, perhaps the most important and lasting 
contribution we can leave with our players is improved 
feelings of self-worth and other socially desirable traits 
of character. By focusing on controllable qualities like 
“effort” versus uncontrollable “outcomes,” which are 
often dependent on others (e.g., an official’s call, 
the ability of another team, or the final score), we 
have a unique opportunity to make a significant and 
lasting contribution to the personal character of our 
athletes.

Contributing to team membership is another worthy 
objective that coaches should set for every player. 
Athletes, especially those who engage in team 
sports such as ice hockey, must learn to suppress the 
natural tendency to blame others for a loss or even 
a bad performance. Players must be taught that their 
role is to play as well as they can and to think, do, 
and say those things that will help their teammates 



do the same. The team will only be as good as 
its weakest link and often an otherwise excellent 
team only performs at a mediocre level due to the 
dissention created by “put downs,” making excuses 
or blaming others.

Coaches should reward the effort, rather  
than the outcome, as they review  

their team’s accomplishments.

Identify Practice Objectives
As you place objectives into season divisions and 
adjust the number of weeks assigned to each division, 
typically you will find that you have chosen to cover 
more objectives than your available practice time 
will allow. A good guide in such situations is to 
devote sufficient time to the instruction and practice 
of each objective so that the majority of players are 
able to make significant improvements. Reviewing 
the amount of practice time spent on objectives 
included in the play may reveal why many athletes 
did not substantially improve on some of the skills 
taught.

Select, teach and practice objectives that are 
essential to the game at your level of play.

Merely exposing your team to many skills without 
sufficient time for them to be learned results in 
frustration for you and the players. They must 
sufficiently master the objectives so that they can 
be used in a game situation. Rather, select, teach 
and practice only the objectives that are essential to 
the game at your level of play. You can always add 
objectives to your plan as it is implemented, but you 
cannot recover time wasted on objectives that are 
not achieved.

Generally, the allotment of time to an objective 
should be based upon the following instructional 
needs and should be distributed across several 
practices. You should allow time:

1.  to introduce the objective—tell the players 
what you want them to learn and why it is 
important

2.  for the players to try the skill and for you to 
assess their levels of performance

3.  for you to teach the key elements of the skill 
and for them to practice these elements

4.  for skill refinement and automation such 
that the skill can be used in a game situation

EFFECTIVE PRACTICES
Effective practices are those sessions that meet the 
needs of the players to carry out the objectives that 
are listed in the plan for the season. The keys to 
effective practices are careful planning and sound 
instruction. Both ingredients are under the control of 
the coach. Therefore, each of your practices should:

• be based upon previous planning, seasonal 
organization, the needs of the team, and the 
needs of the players

• list the objectives and key points that will be 
the focus of instruction for that practice

• show the amount of time allotted to each 
objective during the practice

• identify the activities (instructional, drill or 
scrimmage) that will be used to teach or 
practice the objectives

• apply the guidelines for effective instruction
• include an evaluation of the strengths and 

weaknesses of the practice

PRACTICE TIME NEEDED
The amount of time that players can attend to your 
instruction depends on their ages and developmental 
levels. Generally, players aged 10 and under cannot 
effectively tolerate more than one hour of concentrated 
practice. As age advances and the abilities of players 
improve, the practices, too, can be slightly longer. 
The primary problem in youth ice hockey is to use 
effectively the time that is available.

Another common problem in youth ice hockey is 
defining far too many objectives and then teaching 
for exposure rather than mastery. When insufficient 
time is devoted to important skills, the result is 
incompetence and frustration. A good rule is to 
distribute your practice time across several objectives. 
Then devote sufficient time to each objective so that a 
meaningful change in the performance of 80 percent 
of the players has occurred. Devote time in additional 
practices to the objective until the players are able to 
transfer the skill into game-like drills. At that point, they 
can be expected to transfer the skills of practice into 
their games.



CHARACTERISTICS OF A GOOD DRILL
The two most important components of your 
practices are the development of individual skills 
and the translation of these skills into game-like 
situations through drills. Therefore, the drills that you 
select must be related to your objectives. Too often 
coaches use drills that are traditional or favorites of 
the players but that have no relevance to the skills 
to be learned. Such drills waste valuable time. Drills 
should be selected or developed according to the 
following features. Drills should:

• have a meaningful objective
• require a relatively short explanation
• provide an excellent opportunity for players 

to master the skill or concept
• be easily modified to accommodate skilled 

and unskilled players
• provide opportunity for skill analysis and 

feedback to players
• be challenging and fun

Write your drills on single sheets or cards. After 
the practice, write your comments about the drill’s 
usefulness directly on the card and file the card 
for future use. Good drills can be used many 
times during a season. Share your drills with fellow 
coaches.

GUIDELINES FOR YOUTH
8 & Under Through 18 & Under
1. Team schedules should include at least three 

practices for every game.

2. The recommended maximum number of games 
per season is:
• 20 cross-ice games for 8 & Under
• 20-25 games for 10 & Under
• 30-35 games for 12 & Under 
• 35-40 games for 14 & Under 
• 40-50 games for 16 & Under 
• 50-60 games for 18 & Under

3. Starting times for games should be no later 
than:
• 7:00 p.m. for 10 & Under
• 8:00 p.m. for 12 & Under 
• 9:00 p.m. for 14- & Under
• 10:00 p.m. for 16 & Under
• 10:00 p.m. for 18 & Under

4. Any practice time scheduled before 3:00 p.m. 
should be set so that the earliest times are 
reserved for the older age classifications.

SUMMARY
Your role as a coach can be most appropriately filled 
through the leadership and instruction you provide 
within the context of practices and games. Clearly, 
those coaches who are most effective in facilitating 
their players’ achievement of appropriate skills, 
knowledge, fitness, and attitudes are those who have 
clear objectives that pertain to these achievements. 
Organization of the season by selecting and then 
teaching objectives in an appropriate order, and 
for an appropriate amount of time, is a major 
step toward helping players acquire the benefits of 
hockey. This same planning effort is an essential step 
in reducing some of hockey’s unwanted costs.


