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PARENT’S GUIDE

Editor’s Note: The following article is the first installment of 
our new “Navigating the Frozen Waters” educational series aimed 
at helping both new and veteran players and parents understand 
the different levels and pathways of hockey available in Michigan 
and across the United States. 

Michigan Hockey will explore other junior leagues, along with 
high school and youth hockey in future issues. We invite you to 
share your questions and concerns regarding Navigating the Waters 
by e-mailing us at: mh@michiganhockeyonline.com.

BY TIM WILSON

Numerous hockey players from Michigan and the United States 
have the goal of someday playing at the Division 1 level. 

But unlike almost every other sport out there, the road to 
playing college hockey almost always involves a step between 
high school and college. 

Very few players manage to leave their high school or midget 
team and go directly to play on a college campus. Instead, the 
majority of players compete at the junior level for a year or two 
after finishing high school before making the next step.

The USA Hockey junior system includes a number of leagues 
and three classifications – Tier I, Tier II and Tier III. The Tier III 
level is then broken down in “A”, “B” and “C” divisions.

The spot at the top of the junior food chain belongs to the United 
States Hockey League (USHL), the nation’s only designated Tier I 
junior circuit.  The league is home to many of the best 16-20 year 
old American players, and for any player looking to move up the 
ladder, the USHL should be a goal to shoot for before thinking 
about landing in the NCAA.

“The on ice product is superb,” said USHL Commissioner Skip 
Prince. “You are watching a unique American sports experience 
that brings together the best kids in the country. This is as easy 
and powerful a pathway to the National Hockey League as any 
junior league in the world. And you can get four years of college 
paid for this way.”

Based in the Midwest, the USHL features 14 teams, including 
two new teams that will begin play this season in the Youngstown 
(Ohio) Phantoms and Ann Arbor-based USA Hockey National 
Team Development Program (NTDP). 

Many of the league’s teams play in front of 2,000-4,000 fans 
per night in a circuit that has surpassed the one million mark in 
attendance each of the last ten years. 

The NTDP ices two teams, an Under-17 squad and 
an Under-18 squad, that represent the U.S i n 
international competition.  Both squads will 
compete in the USHL during the regular season as 
one entity. Every team in the league will face both 
the U.S. Under-17 and Under-18 teams with 
all games counting equally. The teams’ 
combined records will be represented as 
one in the USHL standings. 

“One of the elements of aligning with 
the NTDP is the fact that so many scouts 
visit Ann Arbor,” said Prince. “And we 
are able to promote the USHL in the 
Detroit and Ann Arbor areas along with 
the rest of Michigan. Together, the USHL 

and NTDP represent the pinnacle of American hockey.”
As a USA Hockey Tier I league, the USHL adheres to different 

standards than the other junior classifications around the country. 
Tier I teams must pay all of their player’s housing expenses 
along with the entire cost of equipment and ice time. The Tier 
I classification also sets a minimum and maximum number of 
league games and a practice-to-game balance. 

USHL teams play a 60-game regular season along with a 
number of preseason and tournament games. At the conclusion 
of the regular season, eight teams qualify for the postseason 
which culminates with the crowning of the Clark Cup champion.

For most USHL players, making the team means moving away 
from home. Because of this, each team has a housing coordinator 
that places players with a local family.  Younger players are then 
placed in a local high school while older players may take college 
classes or work part-time. Housing families normally receive a 
small stipend per month to offset the cost of the player along 
with season tickets.

The majority of USHL players are scouted and then drafted 
in either the league’s Entry or Futures draft. Both drafts are 
conducted in May but differ in their goals. The Futures draft is 
aimed at players that are not expected to compete at the Tier I level 
for at least another year, while the entry draft is for players that 
are ready to step in and compete for a roster spot in the league. 

It’s also not uncommon for players to be discovered at one of 
the team’s tryout camps that are held during the summer.

“If you’re playing well, we’re going to find you,” said Prince. 
“We have a fairly strong network of scouts. It’s hard if you are 
really good to go unnoticed. We spend a lot of time, effort and 
money on it.”

Green Bay Gamblers coach Jon Cooper takes the majority of 
his roster from AAA programs along with a few from either high 
school or other junior leagues.

“I’m a big AAA guy,” said Cooper. “But in this year’s draft I 
took two Minnesota high school kids, one from the (Tier II) North 
American Hockey League and 11 out of AAA.”

Cooper has coached at the high school level, for Honeybaked’s 
Midget AAA team, and in the NAHL and (Tier III Junior A) Central 
States Hockey League. He has won consistently at each level and 
the Gamblers won the Anderson Cup as the USHL regular season 
champion last season. Included on the Gamblers’ roster last season 
were three undrafted players that were signed as free agents.

Perhaps most impressive is the fact that every player from 
that team garnered interest from a college program, according 
to Cooper. 

“On our 23 man roster, all 23 are either committed to Division 
I schools or have multiple offers and have not committed yet,” 
he said. “This is obviously the league where the colleges are 
recruiting. About the only way a player wouldn’t get an offer to 
play Division I would be if he didn’t have the grades.”

Among those in the Gamblers lineup last season was Lake Orion 
native and Belle Tire alumnus Kevin Albers. Selected by Green 
Bay in the entry draft last year, Albers spent his senior year with 
the Gamblers while attending a new high school and living with 
a host family.   After the USHL season ended, Albers returned 
home to Lake Orion and graduated with his high school class.

“I enjoyed my first season but I was fortunate that a few other 
guys from Belle Tire came here as well, which helped with the 

transition,” said Albers.  “There were a lot of older guys that are 
bigger, faster and stronger but once you get going you get into 
the swing of things.”

Last season Albers’ parents travelled to Green Bay and also 
made trips to see him play in Chicago and Indianapolis. 

“He was our youngest defensemen last season and kind of had 
to find his way,” said Cooper. “It’s hard to come in as a young 
player and dominate. It probably takes about half the year just 
to settle in and get adjusted. To see where he is now compared 
to the same time last year is night and day. He’s going to be one 
of our go-to guys this season.”

During the 2008-09 season 180 USHL players made commitments 
to Division I schools while 17 were selected in the 2009 NHL 
entry draft. 

Currently, the league boasts 97 former players currently in 
the NHL or under NHL contracts, including Carolina’s Chad 
LaRose (Fraser), Detroit’s Brian Rafalski (Dearborn) and Justin 
Abdelkader (Muskegon), Anaheim’s Drew Miller (East Lansing) 
and Los Angeles’s Matt Greene (Grand Ledge).
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