
TECHNICAL
Body Contact and Stick Checks

REVISED 2/19



BODY CHECKING
Hockey is a contact sport. It is therefore important 
for coaches to teach their players to body check 
properly and within the rules (insist on sticks and 
elbows down).

Body checking requires concentration, agility and 
anticipation. The checker must concentrate on the 
puck carrier, not the puck. The checker must keep 
both hands on the stick, with the blade on or near 
the ice, using timing and angling to limit the puck 
carrier’s space. The checker must avoid lunging at 
the puck carrier, placing his glove in the face of the 
puck carrier, or making excessive contact with the 
stick. All of these infractions must be discouraged or 
they will result in penalties during games.

When being checked, a player should try to cushion 
the collision with the board or glass with the arms.

It is a good idea to teach your players that when 
they know they are about to be body checked, they 
should reach out and place a hand on the player 
checking them. This often will cushion the blow and 
sometimes will allow the player to slip off the check. 
The player being checked should establish a wide, 
solid base. They should then lean into the check.

The three types of body checking that you should 
teach are:

• shoulder check
• hip check 
• checking along the boards

While the techniques vary somewhat, there are 
factors common to all.
1. The appropriate time for checking is before or 

as the offensive player is releasing a pass or 
shot.

2. Straight-on checking is difficult. It is better to 
get an angle or take advantage of a limited area 
(e.g., an offensive player trying to go between a 
defensive player and the boards).

3. The checker’s speed must be under control and 
the knees should be bent.

4. The checker must keep his eyes on the target 
– usually somewhere between the chest and 
waist.

When teaching body checking, you should emphasize 
to your players that the purpose of the body check 
is to block the progress of the puck carrier by legally 
getting in their way. Too many players and coaches 
feel that a body check must knock the opponent 
down or hard into the boards every time. This type of 
attitude leads to unnecessary rough play and injuries 
to either of the players involved in the collision. The 
individual who learns how to block or angle the puck 
carrier out of the play will be much more effective.

PRINCIPLES OF BODY CHECKING
1. Velocity. When intending to check in a one-

on-one situation, the velocity of the offensive 
and defensive players should be the same. 
This will prevent the attacking player from 
skating around the defensive player. To play 
defense, speed in skating backwards is a key 
requirement.

2. Rhythm. The defensive player should be taught 
to watch the offensive player to catch the 
rhythm and movement of the puck carrier in 
order to anticipate his movement. Defensemen 
should be taught to watch the chest of the 
opposing player, because it is the most difficult 
part of the human body to shift quickly. For 
instance, a player’s legs can maneuver quickly 
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around another player, as can the stick. A good 
head fake can stymie and outmaneuver a player 
quite easily. It is imperative that the defensive 
player play the body of the puck carrier, not the 
puck.

3. Anticipation of Fakes. A player must learn 
to anticipate the primary and secondary 
movements in every fake. 

4. Ability to Rotate. The defensive player 
must learn to turn quickly both left and right 
effectively in order to keep pace. For example, 
a younger player cannot skate backward as 
rapidly as a player skating forward. Therefore, 
in order to defend against a fast forward skater, 
the defender may have to start in forward 
motion, pick up speed, and then rotate into the 
backward position.

5. Selection of Position. The primary task of the 
defender is to cut off the main direction of the 
opposing player to the net by watching the 
center movement of the player. When against 
the boards, the defender should angle his 
body a half-turn toward the boards and use the 
boards to his advantage. A defender may push 
the player off the puck, separate the puck from 
the player by employing a hip check or pin 
the player along the boards with a solid body 
check. The most important aspect in selecting 
a checking position to always make the player 
move towards the boards by skating at the 
player from an angle. This cuts off the central 
ice area.

6. Compulsory Leg Work. When the body check 
is taking place, most players stop using their 
legs. This is a drawback because it cuts down 
the speed along with the momentum of the 
check. A defender should keep his legs moving 
at all times.

7. Quickness. The defender must learn to cut 
down the puck carrier’s reasoning time by 
attacking suddenly. This comes through timing 
and instinct. For maximum results, a player 
must use his stick, shoulder and full body when 
checking.

SHOULDER CHECK
The shoulder check is most typically used by a 
defenseman when taking out an on-rushing attacker. 

The defenseman must anticipate where he intends 
to make contact with the attacking player, then time 
his backward skating so that contact is made at the 
appropriate time. An example of proper shoulder 
checking technique is illustrated in Figure 11-1.

The defensive player should attempt to aim his 
shoulder at the offensive player’s chest, then make 
contact with the shoulder and side of the body. 
Skates must be shoulder width apart with the knees 
bent to provide a strong foundation. Leg power is 
used to drive the shoulder into the opponent’s chest. 
Players may find it helpful to keep only the top hand 
on the stick with the free hand up, both for protection 
and also to push the offensive player. Remember, 
players are allowed only two steps before hitting 
the opponent. There is often a tendency to use the 
elbows in shoulder checking. Do not let your players 
develop this bad habit.

Figure 11-1. The shoulder check.

Key Elements
• skates shoulder width apart
• knees bent with the weight on the inside 

edges of the blade 
• head up at all times 
• shoulder contact with the opponent’s chest
• stick and elbows down 
• two or fewer steps before hitting the 

opponent

Common Errors
• skating too slow (allows attacker to skate 

around him)
• legs are straight (resulting in poor balance 

and insufficient power to make a good 
check)



• raising of the arms (resulting in elbowing 
penalties)

• watching the puck, not the player 

HIP CHECK
The hip check is somewhat more difficult to execute 
because the timing required is precise. It is important 
to have the offensive player committed to a course 
which he will have difficulty changing (see Figure 
11-2a). This provides a good checking angle. The 
defensive player “lines up” the offensive player in a 
way similar to executing a shoulder check but, at the 
last moment, the head and shoulders are dropped 
(bending at the waist), then the hip is turned into the 
stomach area of the offensive player. The leg closest 
to the check should remain bent. The hips must 
rotate into the puck carrier (see Figure 11-3). This 
action will result in the defender being positioned 
under the attacker, forcing him up and over the 
defender’s hip (see Figure 11-4). Hip checks may 
be performed in open ice or along the boards (as 
indicated in Figures 11-5 and 11-6).

Figure 11-2a. Forcing the offensive player to a specific course.

Figure 11-2b. Maintaining a good checking angle.

Figure 11-3. Rotating the hip.

Figure 11-4. Completing the hip check.



Figure 11-5. Angling the puck carrier towards the boards.

Figure 11-6. Executing the “hip check along the boards.”

Key Elements
• Watch the puck carrier’s chest, not the 

puck.
• knees bent 
• head and shoulders lowered
• Thrust the hip into the stomach area of the 

offensive player.

Common Errors
• looking at the puck instead of watching the 

puck carrier’s body 
• knees are not flexed when initiating the 

check 
• poor timing (allows the attacker to skate by 

as if there was no defense)

CHECKING ALONG THE BOARDS
The ability to check properly along the boards will 
enable a team to regain possession of the puck 
without receiving a penalty. The defender must 
concentrate on the puck carrier, not the puck, using 
timing to angle the attacker towards the boards. 
As he approaches the puck carrier from an angle, 
the checker reduces the amount of space between 
himself, the puck carrier and the boards. The checker 
must have two hands on the stick with the blade 
on or near the ice (see Figure 11-7). Coaches must 
emphasize that the stick must be kept down. The 
checker should aim to hit a point on the boards in 
front of the puck carrier. Typically, the defender 
should not attempt to retrieve the puck himself, as 
this is usually done by a teammate.

To successfully check an opponent along the boards, 
the checker must angle the puck carrier into the 
boards under controlled speed. He gives the puck 
carrier only one option, not two (see Figure 11-8). 
He forces the puck carrier in the direction he wants 
him to go, squeezing the opponent on the boards 
using his arms and body. Push, with your inside arm, 
down and across your opponents chest, then move 
your body in front of the attacker, blocking his path 
(see Figure 11-9). After contact, be sure to keep your 
body low and well-balanced (see Figure 11-10).

If the puck should become tangled in skates along the 
boards, you may want to freeze it to gain possession. 
This often allows your team to reorganize.



Figure 11-7. The checker must approach the puck carrier 

with two hands on the stick.

Figure 11-8. Angling the puck carrier to the boards.

Figure 11-9. The checker must move his or her  body in 

front of the puck carrier.

Figure 11-10. Maintain good body balance in  completing 
the check.

Key Elements
• angling your opponent 
• controlled speed at the point of contact 
• Use the inside arm to pinch your opponent 

into the boards.
• Keep your body low with legs spread for 

balance.

Common Errors
• approaching the puck carrier straight on, 

not at an angle 
• banging your opponent rather than pinching 

him into the boards 
• failing to maintain good body balance

PROTECTING YOURSELF  
ALONG THE BOARDS
Players must learn how to protect themselves along 
the boards. When being checked, try to distribute 
the force of the check over as wide a surface as 
possible. Get your stick and gloves up to spread out 
the area of impact (see Figure 11-11). Your arms act 
like shock absorbers. Place the forearm and upper 
thigh (hip area) against the boards and keep the feet 
well apart. Keep the knees bent with a low center 
of gravity (see Figure 11-12). After impact, recoil by 
pushing upward and outward with the forearms and 
inside leg. Never fully extend your arms towards 



the boards when cushioning a check; serious injury 
could occur. Avoid hitting the boards with the point 
of your shoulder (see Figure 11-13), because you 
could separate the shoulder. Lift the shoulder and 
take the blow on the flat of the biceps and shoulder 
area.

Accept checks when playing the puck along the 
boards. Keep the head up, get a good, stable 
position, feet apart, knees bent, body in a low 
position, and forearm and hands on the boards for 
protection (see Figure 11-14).

When going into the corner for the puck, try to 
use some deception (fakes) with your body, stick 
and skates. When you are in a position to pick up 
the puck, move the skates quickly so that they are 
parallel to the boards rather than pointing towards 
the boards where the opponent may ram you head-
first into the barrier. Protect the puck with your body, 
skates and stick and try to move out of the area 
quickly and with control of the puck.

Players should practice these techniques and use 
them in game situations.

Figure 11-11. Getting the stick and gloves up to absorb the 
force of the check.

The above technique is used when already in direct 
contact with the opponent, not when anticipating 
contact.

Figure 11-12. Maintain a low center of gravity.

Figure 11-13. Avoid hitting the boards with the shoulder.



Figure 11-14. Positioning to avoid injury for check along the boards.

SKILL DRILLS
The following skill drills are presented in a suggested progression. They progress from stationary, to moving, 
to simple, to complex.

BODY PLAY  

Angling on Strong Side 
1. Forecheckers start at the top of the circles, while puck carriers are in the 

corner. 
2. On the whistle, the puck carrier skates hard behind the net and out the 

weak side. 
3. The forechecker tries to play the puck carrier before he goes behind the 

net (A). Or he cuts the puck carrier off on the other side of the net (B). 



CHECKING 

Lift the Stick Check 
1. Divide your team into two stations. 
2. The checker should approach the puck carrier from an angle and must 

get his stick under the opponent’s stick and then lift. 
3. The checker must make sure he has control of his body and control body 

position of his opponent before the stick is lifted. 
4. Make sure the checker keeps skating during the execution of the skill.

CHECKING

Poke Checking 
1. Divide the group into two poke checking drills at either side of the rink 

with puck carriers and poke checkers. 
2. The puck carrier should carry the puck in a confined area, allowing the 

poke checker to practice the skill.
3. Key elements to remember: 

— stick arm is held close to the body.
— quickly extend the arm and stick toward the puck without lunging.
— defender must maintain good body position in front of the puck 

carrier. 



CHECKING

Take Outs 
1. Divide the team into three checking stations. Players will be rotated from 

station to station on the coach’s signal. 
2. The checker should move at the puck carrier at an angle. 
3. The checker should accelerate to stay slightly in front of the puck carrier. 
4. The checker must maintain control of his body and stick at all times. 

SUMMARY
Practicing checking is a problem because many young players do not like being checked. Proper technique 
can be taught by having the puck carrier skate a controlled course (along the blue line or between markers) 
at reduced speed and having the defensive player make contact without making a final, forceful thrust. This 
will allow players to gain confidence in their ability to check and be checked. Players will tend to speed up 
the action as they become more comfortable. Eventually, you must have your players check at full speed if 
they are to successfully master the skills.

Before leaving the subject, let us stress the importance of teaching your players to hit legally and to take a 
check safely and never, ever hit from behind. Insist that officials in your association call charging, high sticking, 
and elbowing closely. They should, however, allow good, legal body contact.

LEARN MORE
Click on the following link(s) for more information on the 
topics covered in this chapter. (Internet access is required).

www.usahockey.com/page/show/893675-checking-materials


