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INTRODUCTION
The idea of teaching hockey players positional 
responsibilities and play is an important, yet difficult 
part of coaching.  It is important to expose players 
to various offensive and defensive situations and 
practice them so that they become routine.  Always 
leave room for the players to utilize their individual 
skills and imagination within the framework of the 
team’s philosophy and style of play.

Developing the Forward
Today’s swift, wide-open style of hockey makes 
playing the forward position exciting. It is a position at 
which a player receives a lot of attention.  However, 
playing forward has a lot of responsibilities attached 
to it, and it is a position you need to master.  In 
selecting forwards, many coaches select the athlete 
that can score, skate fast and handle the puck well. 
However, there is more to the position than skating 
fast and scoring goals.  They not only need to know 
how to play with the puck but, just as important, play 
without the puck.

Characteristics of a Forward
• solid in the fundamental skills
• ability to read and react to situations
• understands the game at both ends of the 

rink
• patient and confident
• a good two-way player
• very creative
• intelligent with the puck
• strong on his or her skates
• aggressive instinct around the net

Many coaches neglect drilling their forwards on the 
skills and principles required to play the position.  

Drills must be constantly used to develop the abilities 
needed for today’s forward.  Before coaches or 
players begin special drills for forwards, they must 
understand the responsibilities a forward has on the 
ice during a game. This understanding avoids a great 
deal of confusion and indecision on the ice and in 
the players’ minds during a game.  It is another part 
of the systematic approach to the game of hockey.

BASIC GUIDELINES FOR FORWARDS
Offensive Points of Emphasis

• Keep your feet moving when passing or 
shooting the puck.

• Communicate with your teammates.
• Win all of the races to loose pucks.
• Never skate by the net after a shot.
• Don’t get caught with three players deep in 

the zone below the puck.
• Keep a forward high for offensive as well as 

for defensive purposes.
• Understand the concepts of support, 

transition, pressure and containment.
• Have the ability to cycle and create space.

Defensive Points of Emphasis
• Back check by picking up the off-side 

forward.
• Take your players to the net if they stay 

outside of your defenseman.
• If the player cuts to the middle in front of 

the defense, stay in your lane, and support 
your defenseman.

• If you are the trailing backchecker, pick up 
the player in the high slot area.

• Keep your body between your opponent 
and your net (defensive posture).

OBJECTIVES

• To describe the potential responsiblities of players

• To describe both offensive side of positional play

•  To outline the importance of individual positional skill development



1-on-1 Points of Emphasis
• Attack your opponent at angles.
• Make your moves in full stride.
• Learn to protect the puck.
• Use change-of-pace speeds to elude your 

defender.
• Work hard to gain a path into the prime 

scoring area.
• Do not be predictable and vary your attack.

2-on-1 Points of Emphasis
• Cut the ice in half.
• Try to pull the defender out of the middle.
• Bring the play to the defenseman as quickly 

as possible.
• Use a variety of moves (go wide, freeze the 

defenseman, criss cross, etc.).
• Stagger so the open forward is in support 

position.

3-on-2 Points of Emphasis
• Attack the offensive blue line with speed.
• Get the puck deep into the attacking zone 

quickly.
• Penetration to the net with the puck is of 

the utmost importance.
• Use a variety of attacks.
• Be creative.
• Move the puck quickly around the zone.
• Isolate your attack on one defenseman, 

creating a 2-on-1 situation on one side.

AREAS OF RESPONSIBILITY
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Offense – The phase of the game during which a 
team is in possession of the puck. The aim is to get 

the puck down the ice in a systematic way and into 
the opponent’s net.

Key Elements
1. Individual Skills

• carrying the puck (stickhandling)
• passing and receiving 
• shooting

2. Team Skills
• Teach an orderly method of moving the 

puck down the ice and into the attacking 
zone.

• Players must take a great deal of pride in 
their passing and receiving skills.

• Use two quick passes when breaking out.
• Stay wide and move quickly through the 

neutral zone.
• Set up an offensive triangle in the attack 

zone and force a 2-on-1 on the defensive 
player.

CENTER – OFFENSIVE RESPONSIBILITIES
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Breakout Zone
1. The center stays between the circles close to 

the top of the circle.
2. Always angle toward side boards when 

receiving a pass.

Neutral Zone
1. Move up ice in the middle zone between the 

seams.

Attack Zone
1. Playmaker: usually passes to a wing
2. Without puck:



• Trail the puck carrier at the top of circle (or 
skate hard to front of net).

3. With puck over the blue line
• Stop in the middle just before top of circle 

and pass to wing or shoot.

WING – OFFENSIVE RESPONSIBILITIES
Breakout Zone
1. Strong-side wing:

• Position yourself against the boards at the 
hash marks to receive a breakout pass.

2. Weak-side wing:
• Move to top of the faceoff circle when the 

puck goes to the other side.
• Move out of the zone along the seam.

Neutral Zone
1. Both wings should stay in the outside lanes.

Attack Zone
1. Puck carrier:

• Quickly penetrate the zone on top of the 
circle.

• Go to net and shoot, pass back to a trailer 
(center) or pass to the weak-side wing in 
front.

2. Weak-side wing:
• Stay wide when coming into the zone
• Skate into the faceoff circle and angle to the 

net

OFFENSIVE TEAM PLAY
When left alone, most young hockey players will fall 
into the “swarm” system or (non-system) of offense 
and defense. In this “system” everybody goes where 
the puck is. If you can get your players organized just 
a little, you can achieve greater results.

A basic (or least complex) offensive pattern is 
“everybody play his position.” This is the first 
offensive concept that should be taught. In simple 
terms - spread out! The wingers skate up and down 
his or her respective side of the rink. This creates 
territorial division of the ice surface. If your players 
maintain these lanes or areas and do one more thing 
- pass the puck to the open man - you will have a 

reasonably acceptable offensive system. Figure 14-1 
illustrates the areas of play appropriate for forwards 
and defensemen.

Forwards
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Defensemen
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Figure 14-1. Areas of play in position offense.

OFFENSE IN YOUR DEFENSIVE ZONE
Offensive play in the defensive zone is commonly 
referred to as the breakout play and is considered 
to be one of the most important aspects of the 
game. The success or failure of the breakout will 
determine whether a team plays offense or is forced 
to return to defense. The objective of the breakout 
play is to clear the defensive zone while maintaining 
possession of the puck.

The success of your team’s breakout play is 
dependent upon teamwork. It is very difficult for 
one player to clear the zone by himself or herself. 
Consistently effective breakouts must be executed 
quickly with all players working together as a unit.

There are several different systems that may be 
utilized to clear the defensive zone. For starters, have 
your players master a basic, yet balanced system that 
allows for the breakout play to be made to either 
wing or up the middle.



We will start by assuming recovery of the puck 
by a defenseman. As illustrated in Figure 14-3, the 
wings go quickly to their breakout positions along 
the boards and inside the hash marks on the faceoff 
circle, never turning their backs to the puck. The 
center starts in the middle by moving away from the 
puck side (or strong side) and then skates across, or 
curls, toward the puck side. The defenseman then 
has the options illustrated in Figures 14-2, 14-3, 14-4, 
and 14-5 open to him:
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Figure 14-2. Breakout pass to the wing.

In the first option (Figure 14-2), W1, after receiving 
the initial pass, can pass to C, carry the puck or 
return a back pass to D1.

Passing from W1 to W2 or W1 to D2 is usually risky 
and therefore should be avoided.
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Figure 14-3. Breakout pass to the center.
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Figure 14-4. Defenseman carries the puck up the ice.
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Figure 14-5. Breakout pass to the other defenseman.

D1 needs to “call” D2 to arrange this option. D2 
then has the same options as indicated in the three 
previous options. D1 can also move behind the net 
and set up the same options on the opposite side.

NOTES: Offense in the Defensive Zone
• This breakout system has one forward that 

is always in position to move quickly to 
defense, should control of the puck be lost.

• The system emphasizes high percentage 
passes (short, direct, and quick).

• The defenseman “quarterbacks” the play.
• All three forwards are utilized, although 

specific roles may change.

OFFENSE IN THE NEUTRAL ZONE
The middle (or neutral) zone is not often used 
for offensive play. It is jammed between “Thank 
goodness we got it out of our zone,” and “How can 
I get free in front of the net?”



The primary objective of neutral zone offense is 
to set up the attack and enter the offensive zone 
with possession of the puck. You should teach 
simple guidelines that give a sense of direction to 
the offensive unit while at the same time allowing 
your players to be creative and innovative. The most 
important offensive guideline you can teach your 
players is to create a 2-on-1 situation. The middle 
zone is the place to initiate strategy. In this zone, 
players need to learn how to “read” which side lacks 
backchecking. As this is determined, they should 
then move to attack the defenseman on that side 
and move him away from his defensive alley. To 
initiate this situation, teach your puck carrier to enter 
the offensive zone near the boards (see Figure 14-6).

D1D2
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C

Figure 14-6. Offense in the neutral zone.

The situation illustrated in Figure 14-6 is usually 
referred to as 3-on-2. Moving the puck to W2 
provides the opportunity to create a 2-on-1 and 
forces D1 to make a decision: Does he want to stay 
1-on-1 with W1 or should he move over to help D2 
and thus leave that area open? Even if W1 is covered 
by a backchecking forward, D1 will wonder about 
leaving the area open. In this case, D1 will have to 
ask the question, “Can I really trust the backchecker 
to defend the area alone?”

By isolating defensive players in a 2-on-1 situation, 
you put tremendous pressure on them mentally 
and physically. This creates an opportunity for them 
and their teammates to make mental errors and, 
therefore, provide offensive opportunities for your 
team.

While following the basic premise of entering the 
offensive zone near the boards, provide some flexibility 

by allowing your players to change lanes. This creates 
many options. Some of the more common ones are 
lane changes illustrated in Figure 14-7.
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Figure 14-7. Player lane change options.

Normally the wings stay in their lanes. However, if 
a wing moves to another lane, several options exist 
(see Figure 14-8):

1. The center moves to fill the wing’s lane.
2. The defenseman on that side moves to fill 

the wing’s lane.
3. The puck carrier moves the puck to a player 

filling an outside lane.

LDLW RW
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Figure 14-8. Lane change options when a wing moves to 
another lane.

When the center is the puck carrier and has one or 
both wings ahead of the play, the puck should be 
passed to either wing who stays in his or her lane or 
moves to the middle lane. Teach the center to react 
to the wing’s movement. The puck-side defenseman 
has the option to fill a lane or remain at his position. 
These options are illustrated in Figure 14-9.

LD RD

CLW
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Figure 14-9. Lane change options when the wings are 
ahead of the center.



If the center is the puck carrier and the wings are 
behind the play, the center then has the following 
options (see Figures 14-10, 14-11, 14-12 and 14-13).
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Figure 14-10. Hold the puck. 

Hold the puck and set up a 2-on-1 situation against 
a defenseman (D2). In this situation the wings must 
break.

LW
C

D1

Figure 14-11. Swing wide and carry the puck. 

Swing wide and carry the puck deep along the 
boards with the wing (LW) following. This creates a 
2-on-1 situation on a defenseman (D1) in a vertical 
alignment.

D1

CLW

Figure 14-12. Cut to the boards. 

Cut to the boards. The wing (LW) cuts to the middle, 
creating a 2-on-1 situation on a defenseman (D1).
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Figure 14-13. Wings breaking toward the blue line. 

Slows down or stops close to the blue line, permitting 
the wings to break toward the blue line and receive a 
pass or be in position to gain possession of the puck 
if it is passed in to the corner.

Defenseman should never keep the puck and force 
their forwards to stop skating. Their responsibility is 
to move the puck and keep the play moving toward 
the offensive zone. The forwards can move up the 
ice or move to another lane. These options are 
illustrated in Figure 14-14.
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Figure 14-14. Defensemen options to keep the forwards 
skating. 

Defensemen can also work a give-and-go as 
illustrated in Figure 14-15. The defenseman (LD) 
passes to a wing (LW) and moves up to receive a 
return pass. They will create a 2-on-1 situation on the 
defensemen (D1) for the LD and the Center.

LW
C

LD

D1�

Figure 14-15. A defenseman initiated give-and-go.



If the forwards are covered but skating, the 
defenseman (LD) can pass the puck into the corner 
(“dump the puck”) so that two forwards (LW and C) 
can converge on it. This is illustrated in Figure 14-16.

C

LD
LW

Figure 14-16. “Dumping” the puck into the corner.

NOTES: Offense in the Neutral Zone
• Control the boards in the neutral zone.
• Defensemen are conservative. Their primary 

responsibility is to move the puck to the 
forwards. When they move up, it is done to 
fill a lane.

• “Dumping the puck” should be used only 
as a last resort or as a pre-determined play. 
Before a puck is ”dumped,” one forward 
must be in an advantaged position to get to 
the puck before the opposing defensemen.

OFFENSE IN THE OFFENSIVE ZONE
One way of playing offensive zone hockey is to 
“dump the puck,” chase it and hope somebody 
will make a mistake. This approach results in some 
success. However, to play your heart out on defense 
to gain control of the puck and then shoot it away 
(admittedly into the offensive zone) and then try to 
get it back again doesn’t make much sense.

As a last resort, when no one on your team is open, 
“dumping it in” may be an appropriate alternative. 
You should try, however, to teach your players 
an orderly method of entering the offensive zone. 
Select one designed to control the defense.

A coach may build a relatively simple offensive zone 
system out of very basic moves. Offensive systems 
are limited only by the imagination of the coach and 
players and by the skill level of the players. (If your 
players cannot skate from position A to B without 
falling down, your obvious choice is to spend 

time developing skating skills rather than working 
on offensive systems of play.) If, however, your 
players have acquired significant levels of skill, it is 
critical that you teach them how to use these skills 
to the advantage of the team. You can develop an 
offensive system of play by applying some of the 
following guidelines:

1. Attempt to create 2-on-1 situations.

2. Enter the offensive zone with the puck near the 
boards.

3. The first player into the zone is the puck carrier.

4. The second player into the zone breaks to the 
net.

5. The third player into the zone curls to the high 
slot.

6. Have the wings skate one of the three basic 
patterns (illustrated in Figure 14-17):

a. belly curve
b. break 
c. inside cut

C
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B

Figure 14-17. Three basic patterns for the wings.

BACK PASS
1. C passes to W1 near the red line.

2. W1 carries the puck wide and beats the 
defenseman on a belly curve if possible or 
makes a back pass to C.

3. W1 continues to move through the entire 
pattern.

4. W2 enters zone and hesitates to let W1 and C 
develop the pattern. When the pass back to C 
is made, W2 breaks for the net.



5. C, after the pass to W1, skates forward across 
the blue line, and then cuts behind W1 (about 
15 feet behind and five feet inside W1).

6. When C receives the back pass, he or she may 
pass to W1 or W2 or skate in and shoot.

Try to set up one of the options illustrated in Figures 
14-18 through 14-21.

W1W2
C

Figure 14-18. Teaching the back pass option.

W1W2
C
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Figure 14-19. Teaching the wing set option.

WING SET
1. This option is the same as the back pass option 

until W1 gets to the top of the faceoff circle. At 
this point, W1 stops.

2. C breaks for the net.

3. W2 makes an inside cut across the blue line 
and up the center lane.

4. W1 passes to W2.

5. W1 moves behind W2 as a safety measure.

W1W2
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Figure 14-20. Teaching the center set option.

CENTER SET
1. When the defensemen cross the blue line, the 

center carries puck toward one defenseman, 
crosses the blue line and stops.

2. If the defenseman moves toward C, C passes to 
W1 or W2 (both on break patterns).

3. If the defenseman moves back, C carries the 
puck in and shoots.

W1W2 C

Figure 14-21. Teaching the double back pass option.

DOUBLE BACK PASS
1. This option requires agreement by the forward 

line that on a specific rush (first time, or every 
time this shift, etc.) they will play for a double 
back pass.

2. It is the same as the back pass, except W2 
moves across the ice and accepts the second 
back pass from C, and W1 curls behind the net 
to look for a pass from W2 or a rebound.



Developing a team offense can provide great 
satisfaction for you and your players. Be sure that 
you and your players remember that as long as you 
give each pattern a best effort, you should not be 
disturbed by lack of success. If one in 10 attempts 
works very well, that’s good. As players become 
more skillful, two or three in 10 may be a good level 
of success.

NOTES: Offense in the Offensive Zone
• Always place one forward in the high slot. 

This results in maintaining a good offensive 
position and a good defensive position for 
backchecking.

• Two forwards attack the net.
• The roles of the defensemen are 

conservative, allowing them the freedom to 
move into the high slot.


