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Omaha Lancers goaltender Jeff Lerg
of Livonia, Mich., has been named
Let’s Play Hockey/USHL Player of the
Year. (Right) Lerg was selected to
play in the USHL Prospects/All-Star
Game this season. (Above) Prior to
an April 1 game, Lerg gets prepared
to take the ice. Lerg went 36-11-4
with a 2.16 GAA and .916 save
percentage. He's off to Michigan
State in 2005-06.

How about smaller
teams, fewer whistles?

By Jack Blatherwick

Let's Play Hockey Coiumnist

I'm not m the camp with those who be-
Jieve 1t 1s essential to have two. three or four
practices forevery game ey, competition
18 fun!

Bestdes. no one has yet come up with a
drill that has as much hockey imitas a serim-
Mage: NOLas Many ransitons, creative deci-
sions. competitive hattles, skating. passing.
stickhandling and plavmakimg all put together
atonce. The myentor of this game of hockey
was pretiy darn snartwhen vou think about
n

Don’t et me wrong. I love hockey prac-
tee  flow dirlls, skating repetitions, 1-on-1

hattles. offensive attack. defensive skills

here's no question hockey skills need to be

repeated over and over. and practice 1s an
extremely important part of player develop-
ment

But we shouldn’t think practices have 10
that we can’tinclude
competitive games and scrimmages — full-
jee. half=iee, and m smallarcas. Actually. youth

be nothing but drills

coaches need to plan more competitive games

and scrimmages - partly because theyre a

lot of fun and partly because there is a lotof

hockey learned
Another reason 1o add serimmages is that

structured (travel) games are such a waste of

time

Consider this: after planning an entire fam-
ily day around a hockey game  sometimes
at ridiculous expense and time -~ a youth

Continued on page 8
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Advanced 15 Festival
to debut in Mankato

By Dave McMahon
Let's Play Hockey Editor

The development of girls” hockey i Min-
nesota takes vet another step torward next
week when Mimnesota Hockey offers s n-
augural Girls” Advanced T3 Summer Festiy al
at Minnesota State Universitv m Mankato

ongtime Mankato vouth hockey sup-
porter Larry Morales spearheaded the cffort
to get the camp to Mankato June TH-16.As it
develops. itwill be run sinmlar to the equiva-
lent bovs™ festival at St Cloud State Univer-
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Play with a blade designed by the person who knows you he

Let the pro's competitive advantage be your own. Perform at your best with a blade designed to

meet your needs, not the needs of someone else. For information on custorn blades/sticks,

of to find an authorized Christian Brothers Hockey dealer, please visit us

online at www.hockeystick.com
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continued from page 1

game 15 limited by the rental uime of 60 or 75
minutes. Following a slow warm-up that
doesn’t begin to match the ntensity and
speed of a practice. the puck is dropped for
the first of 20 times by the referee.

An outside observer might ask who we're
trying to develop. because the refs have the
puck more than the players — 35-40 minutes
of a 75 minute rental. This includes the obliga-
tory two-minute rest before cach period
even the first.

It’s true. Half the scheduled game time 15
wasted. Consider that high school teams rent
120 minutes to play a 51-minute game. Col-
leges rent 150 minutes to play 60. This is not
a problem when you have as much time as
needed. but youth games are limited by ice
rental.

Worse yet. each individual’s playing time
1s necdlessly reduced by having large num-
bers sitting on the bench. For example, if a
vouth tcam has 14 skaters. the average plaver
will compete for about 12 minutes of the 75
12 minutes!!! And if we rent 60 minutes, play-
ers get 9-10 minutes of competiton.

Is this why vou packed up the car and drove
40 minutes or more?

We're kidding ourselves 1t we think that
adding spice to the game makes it better
Having trophies for seventh place ina week-
end tournament doesn’t enhance the experi-
ence. Telling referees 1o massage the puck
for half the came doesn tmake 1t "big ime.”
hke the NHIE on TV

patches on the jacket. or cowbells i the cheer-

The scoreboard. or

ing section do not make 1t a more productine
exXperience

When kids (and famihes) mvest four hours
10 play 9-12 minutes. the cowbells don"tmake
better players: nor do two dozen face-offs
or sitting on the beneh

Actually. the grander the production the
less development. because players get the
false impression that a mistake is a terrible
thing rather than a leaming experience. After
all. this is an “important event.”

But events don’t make hockey players. The
game itself does.

The intrinsic things in hockey are the real
fun things like skating. shooting,
stickhandling. making creative plays to beat
the D, deking the goalie. Or for the goalie,
making a ton of saves.

For a defenseman it’s stopping an oppos-
ing forward. riding him to the boards, and
telling him by the stare that you just won the
battle.

If we were truly committed to player devel-
opment — and fun — we’d increase the play-
ing time by adopting “speed-up™ hockey
rules and reducing the size of youth teams.
There would be face-offs only after goals and
penalties. We'd reduce the size of teams to
10or 11 players. One goalie per team is better
for development than two.

We'd warm up off the ice. add a brief on-
ice warm-up and drop the puck and play
hockey for 55 of the 60 minutes we purchased.

For younger plavers. we might put a di-
vider across the middle red line and have
more half-ice scrimmages - four teams com-
peting at once.

In thisaideal world:

I Fach player would get more wee time. of
course: but weaker plavers especially. will
develop confidence by playig m sitnations
thev might not it there were more plavers

I-veryone skates more. touches the puck
more. and most importantly, each player be-
comes an integral part of the team. not some-
one the coach tries to hide when the game s

on the hine.

Ler's Puay Hockey ¢ www letsplayhockey.com

The ref holds
the puck 35-40
minutes during
a 75-minute ice-
q rental time.

Every good player at the college or profes-
sional level got plenty of ice time as a kid:
perhaps more than half the game. They would
tell us this experience —— more than anything
clse helped develop competitive confi-
dence.

2. Coaches would have fewer parental prob-
lems related to ice tme. because there 1s no
wayv 10 “shorten the beneh™ toward the end
of games. Evervone plays. No one is the odd-
man out

3 Games will be more of a conditionig chal-
lenpe: kids might even come home tired. Cur-
rentlv. for most plavers any fatigue 1s from
psvehalogical tension. not physical exertion
Hockev cames  mare than any other vouth
sport  fail to accomphish the mission to im-
prove cardiovascular fitness and reduce obe-
sity and type 11 diabetes. A vouth hockey
eame can hardly be called a “workout™ if kids
burn fewer than 50 calories

4_1f each team had 10 players (or fewer on
some days). there’d be a premium on think-
ing. conserving energy, learning to burst at
the right ime. not just skating hard without a
purpose. With three hines or more. players
don’t need to think. They just “hustle™ up
and down the ice

We can hold coaching seminars and make
all the plans i the world to improve practices

and this will make a difference. But increas-
ing the competiinve plaving ime will - with-
out a doubt. help the more ageressive play-
Crs IMmprove

And the less-avgressive kids? How do
they leam to compete when their competinve
1ce time s reduced needlessiv?

Jack Blatherwick, Ph.D.. 1x a physiolo-
gist for the Washingron Capitals, and has
held the same post for other NHI. and Olvm-
pic teams. Check out Blatherwick s website

at www.overspeed.nfo




