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At the start of any new season, we inherently find so many to-dos on our coaching plates that it can 

often be overwhelming.  Unfortunately, after all the logistical work required to simply get things up and 

running, when we finally hit the ice, we often go into auto-pilot mode for the first week or so.  We run 

our familiar drills and say our typical things, all the while trying to catch our breath and get our feet 

underneath us.  Thus, what I hope to do in this kick-off column for the season is provide a few things 

that I believe can be effective points of emphasis from day one.  Just one item for each position, that can 

quickly improve how our kids see the ice and process the game.  These aren’t necessarily easy, but 

relative to so many other objectives, they can be low-hanging fruit if really hammered home.  If you can 

emphasize them right from the start and hold your players accountable, you will quickly see favorable 

and rewarding results. 

Goalies – Aggressive to the Puck:  I went into this in detail once last year, but I include it again 

briefly here since I believe it’s the most important point of emphasis we can relay to our goalies at the 

start of a season.  No matter how proficient a goalie is at stopping pucks, he will simply not be 

considered a good goalie at older ages and higher levels if he can’t effectively leave the crease to play 

the puck.  Whether it’s going behind to stop a ring or sliding up-ice to move, settle, or disrupt a puck, 

goalies must become confident in their skating and adept at their puck-control.  That will not happen if 

we as coaches don’t set the proper expectations from day one.  I’ve made a point of promising my 

tenders that I will never get on them for making a mistake after leaving the net to aggressively play the 

puck, but that I will chew them out when they don’t make the effort to do so.  Sure, it may cost you a 

goal or two into an empty net, but over the course of the entire season, it will help your team.  Most 

importantly though, it’s crucial to every goalie’s long-term development. 

Defensemen – Headman vs. Skate It:  You’re probably thinking, “Headman the puck?  There’s 

nothing revolutionary about that.”  Sure, it’s a mantra we’re all familiar with - from the time we were 

young players.  And we’ve certainly uttered it ourselves numerous times as coaches.  However, have we 
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truly instructed it; explained what we mean by it?  Essentially, have we properly taught our defensemen 

how to read, react, and respond in those situations?   

Just to get inside the head of young defensemen for a moment…  They know they are supposed to move 

the puck up-ice to an open teammate; we’ve screamed that at them for years.  However, they also 

remember that we’ve told them (especially the more skilled, offensive-prone ones), “If you have open 

ice, skate it!”  So how do they reconcile that?  Most importantly, how do we as coaches help them 

reconcile it?  I’d argue that we need to prioritize the headman piece of it.  There’s not much worse in 

hockey than watching a D try to go coast-to-coast while open forwards give-up on being part of the play 

- and a potential 4-man rush becomes a 1-on-something.  We need to stress that whether it’s coming 

around the net and finding an open wing on the boards, or seeing the center flow through the neutral 

zone, or noticing the F1 busting towards the offensive blueline, that puck needs to be off our sticks 

immediately.      

To do that, though, defensemen need to recognize opportunities for moving the puck, often before it’s 

even on their stick.  Some of the most important drills we can do in practice are those where we produce 

isolated, small-area scenarios where D especially (but really any skater) are required to read the ice 

around them as the puck is approaching, and then snap-off a pass or make a chip as quickly and 

accurately as possible.  We need to emphasize that that’s their primary job in that situation – to get the 

puck to an open teammate, or at least to put it in a more favorable location. 

So that’s the read and react piece, but how does this reconcile with us telling them to be offensive with 

the puck as well?  The answer is in how we teach them to respond to what they’ve just done.  I know it’s 

cliché, but watch any NHL game and pay specific attention to, really any of the D, but especially the top-

3 or 4 on a team.  Watch how they react after they make a breakout pass, or what they do after they hit 

a man through the neutral zone, or once they make a pass to a forward coming up or off the half-wall of 

the offensive zone.  They don’t give-up on the play simply because they gave-up the puck.  They are 

making passes and then joining the play – whether it’s jumping up to become an F1/2/3, or turning a 3-

on-2 into a 4-on-2, or creating a scissors play along the offensive boards, or crashing the slot as the puck 

goes on net.  Similarly, we need to teach our D that their part in the play doesn’t end just because 

they’ve moved the puck.  They need to understand that their response at that point in time is what 

defines their offensive value – not their ability or desire to mindlessly skate the puck whenever open ice 

exists in front of them.     

Centers – “C” is for Chill:  In the defensive zone, the position of center is both complicated and 

simple.  It’s complicated in that the responsibilities are almost entirely read-and-react.  However, the 

mindset necessary to navigate those responsibilities is quite simple.  If we as coaches can get our centers 
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to think about their role in the proper way - and then within that context, teach them how to read-and-

react to various situations – it can have huge impact in the success of our D-zone play. 

Basically, centers need to be “chill” in the DZ.  When the puck gets deep, they need to find and fill their 

support layers behind our puck-side D – or when the puck moves up the half-wall or to the points, they 

need to slide just slightly with it and clog those soft, overlapping lanes and alleys between W and D 

protection areas.  When we get possession, they need to subtly transition from D-support to puck-

support, often by just calmly sliding a couple steps one direction or the other and maybe changing body 

angle and stick position.  When they win or lose a draw, they respectively should release from the 

opposing center and move into a proper passing/breakout lane, or calmly stick to the opposing center 

until that initial post face-off action subsides.  And when the puck moves towards the top of the zone, 

looking like we may carry or chip it out, they need to make sure that they are generally the last of the 

three forwards to leave the zone. 

Of course, these details and scenarios take some time to teach and learn; however, half the battle is the 

mind-set.  If we can teach our centers a sense of deliberateness and calmness (i.e. “chill”) in the 

defensive zone, they are well on their way to recognizing and understanding how to process the action 

around them – and subsequently to make and execute the proper decisions and plays.  And as coaches, 

if we have centers that are doing their job, we have an excellent foundation for sound and effective DZ 

play. 

Wings – Forget the Side:  I’d almost guarantee that in most levels and ages of youth hockey, 

especially through Peewees/12s, if you watch a line of forwards for a shift or two in their offensive zone, 

you can tell which wing is left and which is right – simply by which side one or both seem to gravitate. 

Especially at the levels and ages we’re dealing with, there’s no reason why left vs. right has any 

relevance in either the NZ or the OZ (specialty team tactics precluded).  Wings need to hound the puck, 

and along with their center, need to be constantly interchanging between F1, F2, and F3.  If we as 

coaches see, for example, a right wing remaining more on the right side than what we’d expect from 

normal randomness of puck pursuit, then that player is favoring that side either because:  1.) She’s been 

incorrectly told at some point by a coach, “Stay on your side!”  2.) Having been in coverage on that side 

in the DZ, she has a “mental inertia” of sorts, causing her to naturally favor the same side further up-ice.  

3.) Or her stick-hand or skating tendencies make her more comfortable with that side. 

Regardless of the reason, we must stress to our wings from day one that once the puck exits the 

defensive zone, that their side doesn’t matter anymore.  They need to be working with their linemates, 

and often a defenseman, as an interchangeable attack unit of three or four in both the neutral and 

offensive zones – regardless of whether we’re in puck possession or puck pursuit mode.  We need to be 
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teaching this to our very youngest of players – and making sure we are breaking the bad habits when we 

see them in our older ones.  Prioritizing this early in the season is essential for building sound tactics and 

systems in both of those zones. 

Hopefully, these topics and ideas can help us all get some good traction with our teams early this season.  

Even though each one will take time and energy - and most likely, a fair amount of patience - they can all 

pay dividends if we communicate and enforce them earnestly and purposefully.  The key is teaching to 

the best of our ability – and then holding our players accountable to the best of theirs. 

Until next time – Hope everyone has a great start to your season! 

-Jonathan 
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