NDAHA Coaching Update

We have already reached the midpoint of another hockey season.  Before we know it teams will be competing in state tournaments around the state.  Bob Gillen, Mike Wald, and myself have discussed that we need to send out periodic updates to our youth coaches around the state.  Consider this the first edition of hopefully something that continues on a regular basis and provides some useful information for coaches.

David Hoff

NDAHA Coach-in-Chief

Puck Possession-  For the last 20 years as a high school coach I have had 2-4 high school students per season serve as statisticians.  They have done everything from charting shots to recording face-off success and plus-minus.  This year I told them to forget about all those statistics- I wanted them to keep track of puck possession time for specific players.  After the first couple of games, they had it figured out.  Before each game I give them 2 players to chart for that game.  Their job is then to take a stop watch and start it and stop it as best they can when the player has possession of the puck.  They always tell me that their total time for a game will be high as there are many puck touches that are less than a second in length.

So what do the numbers look like?  After 12 games and 24 players being tracked, the longest any player has possessed the puck in a single game is 1 minute and 24 seconds.  That is it!  A player has to be very skilled to handle the puck for a minute in a game.  Most playes will be less than 30 seconds of puck possession in a game.  It is very interesting to look at puck possession times for 1st or 2nd-line players versus 3rd and 4th-line players.  Players who I feel are fairly skilled tend to have the puck for at least 45 seconds per game.  Lesser-skilled players tend to be in the 15-30 second range.  Parents love to go and watch their son or daughter play hockey, and yet he or she might only have the puck on their stick for 20 seconds (maybe less) in an entire game.  It is my opinion that parents, and a lot of coaches, are not aware of these small numbers- they simply enjoy the outcome of the contest.

I share this data with you because it is one thing that I hope convinces you to teach skills in practices.  Do you realize that a player can have the puck on his or her stick more in the first 5 minutes of a practice than they do in an entire weekend of games!  Forget about half-ice breakouts, forechecks, and all the other systems that are being taught.  Put the pucks on their sticks and let them handle it.  If we are persistent and patient, the skill level will improve.  By the way, if the skill level of the individual players improves, we don’t need to work on breakouts as the ability to handle the puck will get it out of the zone.

Don’t get me wrong- I understand that their is a need to teach some positioning, as well as many concepts related to the game.  But no matter how important those things are- the skating, puck handling, and passing skills are far more important.  As players try to advance from one level to the next, these basic skills will largely impact whether they make it or not- not whether they know what a 2-1-2 forecheck is.  Can they skate well-enough to be successful in that forecheck?

My challenge to all youth hockey coaches is to put the pucks on player’s sticks for 20 minutes every practice.  Put these young players in situations where they work on toe-drags, slip-across moves, attack triangles, puck protection, etc.  You will be amazed at the progress that will occur in a short period of time.  If we want our players to handle the puck in games, then we need to provide the opportunity to do it EVERY practice.

Forget about winning- concentrate on skill improvement instead!  Winning is a by-product of skill improvement in a fun environment!

If you have any questions or comments, please feel free to contact me at David.Hoff@sendit.nodak.edu

By the way- one other puck possession note-  I charted a young man that I consider one of our best players in 3 different games

1 minute and 24 seconds-  We won the game

1 minute and 8 seconds-  We won the game

47 seconds-  We lost the game

When players are able to utilize their skills in a game, we have a much better chance of winning.  If our best players don’t possess the puck very long, our chance of winning a contest is less.

