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INTRODUCTION 

In football, it's "First and goal from the five". In baseball, it's" Bases loaded with no 
out," in soccer, it's the corner kick. In basketball, it's fast break after fast break followed by a 
full court press. What we are talking about is an all-out offensive situation which occurs 
every so often during the course of a game when the attacking team turns up the pressure, 
and the crowd rises in anticipation of a score. It is a critical turning point in a game. The 
anticipated score can bury an opponent's hope of victory or a stalwart defensive standoff can 
turn momentum 180 degrees in the defending team's favor. In hockey, it is the Power Play. 

The purpose of this presentation is to provide information, strategies, and examples 
about how to maximize these all-too-critical offensive opportunities. In a typical National 
Hockey League game these opportunities occur on the average of about five times per game 
for each team.* It is critical, therefore, that your Power Play outperforms that of the 
opposition in each game. While the topic of penalty killing is the matter for another 
presentation within this symposium, the general area of special teams deserves a lot of 
attention throughout the hockey season. In fact, it is common in the NHL to keep a running 
statistical account of your special teams' plus/minus. Having a positive (i.e., 100% or better) 
combined sum of your power play and penalty killing percentages only guarantees that you 
are in the top half of your league in special teams performance. In the NHL, 105% places 
your team in an elite club with only 5 or 6 members, while a season ending total of 110% or 
better means you had a really "special" year (see Table 1 & 2). 

In 1994-95's lockout shortened 48 game regular season, there was a total of 5437 
power play situations in the 624 NHL games, averaging 8.7 advantage situations per 
game. The league average scoring success rate was 17.7%, with only Steams 
scoring at a rate exceeding 20%. Chicago led the league with 24.5% 

In 1995-96, the season made notable by the league's more stringent interpretation of 
obstruction - type fouls, there was a total of 10,746 power play situations in 1066 
games, averaging 10.08 advantage situations per game. Last season's average 
scoring success rate across all games was 17.9%, with a total of 4 teams scoring at a 
rate exceeding 20%. Pittsburgh led the league with 26.0%. 

Source: NHL Guide and Record Book 
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Table 1 	 1995-96 "The 105% Plus Club" 

RANKING TEAM PP PK TOTAL 
1 Detroit 21.3 88.3 109.6 
2 Pittsburgh 26.0 83.3 109.3 
3 Philadelphia 19.7 85.8 105.5 
4 Tampa Bay 20.8 84.5 105.3 
5 Colorado 21.3 83.8 105.1 
6 Chicago 17.7 85.5 103.2 
7 N.Y. Rangers 19.8 82.0 101.8 
8 Toronto 18.9 82.6 101.5 
9 Montreal 19.0 82.2 101.2 

10 Florida 17.3 83.0 100.3 
11 Buffalo 15.9 83.9 99.8 
12 St. Louis 16.5 83.0 99.5 
12 New Jersey 14.9 84.6 99.5 
14 Winnipeg 19.7 79.5 99.2 
15 Boston 18.7 80.4 99.1 
15 Los Angeles 18.0 81.1 99.1 

Table 2 1994-95 "The 105% Plus Club" 

RANKING TEAM PP PK TOTAL 
1 Detroit 24.2 86.4 110.6 
2 Chicago 24.5 84.2 108.7 
2 Boston 21.8 86.9 108.7 
4 Quebec 24.2 81.3 105.5 
5 Washington 19.9 84.5 104.4 
6 Buffalo 18.6 85.5 104.1 
7 N.Y. Rangers 20.0 83.9 103.9 
8 Calgary 18.5 85.1 103.6 
9 Vancouver 19.7 83.5 103.2 

10 Winnipeg 19.2 83.0 102.2 
11 Toronto 17.0 84.9 101.9 
12 Philadelphia 19.6 80.8 100.4 
13 Dallas 15.7 84.4 100.1 
14 Pittsburgh 19.0 79.9 98.9 
15 Los Angeles 17.5 81.0 98.5 



Have a Power Play "Mentality" 

Continually remind the players that it is a privilege to be selected as a member of the 
power play unit. Each member's teammates are depending on you to make this critical 
contribution to the team's overall chances of winning. A subtle, non threatening reminder that 
there is never a shortage of players who would "volunteer" to replace "non performers" on the 
power play might occasionally add a bit of motivation, too. 

What is needed is an assertive mindset. An attitude which reflects a healthy fear that 
this is the final power play opportunity which will be given to the team in this game (or, if it is 
your coaching style, a competitive seed of doubt that this might be the final opportunity for 
this unit of power players in this game). This lack of urgency is the main contributor to 
players allowing themselves to be outworked by the penalty kill. I believe that this 
phenomenon is reflected statistically in the lower success rate of power plays which are split 
by between-periods intermissions and the lower per-minute success rate of major penalties. 

Any attitude of "We'll get it going after the break" or in a 5-minute major, "Let's take our 
time" spells disaster for the PP. Coaches should constantly remind players, "Lets get the 
goal on this half of the period," "Lets break this major into 5 distinct 1 minute plower plays", 
etc., to emphasize the need to focus. 

As a coach, your ability to have your team especially prepared on the power play and 
penalty kill will vary from one league and playing level to another. For example, an 
unbalanced schedule provides special challenges (and a great opportunity for your coaching 
staff to "outwork" your opponents' coaching staff) in terms of knowing what the opposing team 
has in store for you. In the NHL, the fact that teams meet only twice per season in 
interconference play (0 times in the work stoppage season of '94-'95) is partially offset by the 
existence of "pro-scouts" on each staff and the prevalence and utilization of television 
satellite "pre-scouting". 

This all means, coach, that your "secret" power play breakouts and offensive zone 
formations aren't all that "secret" any longer. Hence the need for, in addition to some basic 
formations and one or two variations of your power play which are to be outlined in the pages 
which follow, our desire to be creative and innovative. This may catch even the best 
prepared penalty killing unit off guard. Lastly as a coach, it is recommended that you 
suppress any ego, personal pride or need to control. Allow your best players to be your best 
players by encouraging them to be creative and innovative. What better place than on the 
power play for your offensive stars to shine? 

There are obvious limits to these parameters of individual freedom on the ice. It is merely the 
recommendation here that the coach consider, perhaps at this time during your off-season 
evaluations and planning for next year, extending the boundaries a bit in the interest of 
possibly increasing the players' sense of self fulfillment or, in a word, "FUN" in a long hockey 
season. The first step might be to encourage a group (rather than individual) power play unit 
mentality. "Taking what the opponent gives you" is not a bad way to create offense on your 
power play. 
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Most coaches will find that the road to power play success is always under 
construction. It is a season-long process which undoubtedly will ebb and flow with periods of 
success followed by stretches (seemingly endless) of non-productiveness. Throughout the 
long regular season, it is important to have some fundamental components to which your 
team can return for review and refreshment: 

1. Breakout: Gaining momentum 

2. Neutral Zone: Choosing your entry pattern 

3. Offensive Zone: Creating chances to score. 

THE BREAKOUT: Gaining Momentum 

A successful breakout on the power play is any play where your team exits the 
defensive zone with good puck control and adequate speed. There should be enough puck 
support among the other players for an easy, safe outlet should the penalty killers attempt an 
aggressive play to disrupt your forward progress. Given the amount of pre scouting to which 
we've referred at the higher competitive levels, each team adhering to the above concepts of 
puck control, speed, and support should not feel a need to force themselves into pre-set, pre-
practiced formations. Good hockey players can be made better if they learn to (and are 
encouraged to, by the coach) be innovative and take what the opposition gives them.  

Having said that, it is always useful - not to mention psychologically reassuring - to 
have a couple of pre-set, pre-practiced formations to vary the way your power play can thwart 
the PK's forechecking plans. Your may have pre-selected roles for each of the designated 
members of your power play based on your knowledge of their strengths as hockey players. 
However, the extent to which any of the five can execute (or at least know the duties of) any 
of the roles in any, of the three Zones will determine the genuine longevity of a successful 
unit. 

Some Breakout Principles: 

• Move up ice (out from behind net in a "Controlled Breakout" situation) as quickly as 
their forecheck coverage or pressure allows and as soon as the timing is right for your 

• support teammates. 

• Continue to carry the puck until confronted.., your first pass should only be made when 
it "traps" a checker. 

• As the puck carrier approaches the neutral zone and then the red line, be mindful of 
not disrupting the forward momentum of the unit as a whole by slowing down or making 
and unnecessary pass (i.e, one which does not "trap" a defender). 
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Basic Formation: 5 on 5 Breakout 

• Most fundamental because it's 
exactly what you use and practice in 
full strength situations... .except 
there's one less defender to deal 
with. 

• Wingers hustle back to "Post Up" 
position...centre coming back can 
exchange lanes on either side criss-
cross with designated winger. 

• All 5 PP Players come up ice in 
unison. 

• Good to revert back to when other 
pre practiced formations are being 
disrupted ...causing undue frustration 
until things can be corrected between 
periods on chalkboard or video. 

Flow Breakout: Double Swing 

• Best puck-carrying point man (oft 
times referred to as the PP's QB) 
retrieves puck; other point man 
(often your PP Pt.-shooter) swings 
deep to one corner; best puck 
carrying forward swings deep to 
opposite corner; other forwards 
either criss cross along blue line or 
have one designated "stretch man" 
at far blue line. 

• This B/0 works well to achieve a 
good "five man in unison" rush up 
ice against passive PK pressure. 

-5- 



 

Quick Up Breakout: "Bourque B/0" 

• A good way to discourage "1-man 
hard" forecheck. 

• Many options for pass receiver 
(hence it helps to be a 13-time NHL 
1st Team All-Star like Ray Bourque) 

- Option #1 Preferred 
Quick look and hit 2nd man (Adam 
Oates) with cross ice snapped pass. 

- Option #2 
If quick look reveals PKFC2 is on 
blue line in preferred passing lane, 
touch pass redirected to Ted Donato 
at far blue line. 

- Option #3 
Bump-back-pass to Don Sweeney 
who has followed pass up towards 
Bourque's side. 

- Option #4 
Turn & carry ...All others recognize 
and support puck. 

 

• Other real Bruins selected to emphasize their particular strong suit as a hockey player: 
- Don Sweeney: Crisp passer; quick to recognize danger if interception occurs. 
- Ray Bourque: Your best player ( if he is a right shot, work entire play to other side). 
Sweene;s pass is always to boards side, even if PK FC1's pressure forces a wrap-
around. 
- Adam Oates: Smooth with puck, great playrnaker. 
- Cam Neeley; Power forward to run "subtle" interference on FC2 in NZ. 
- Ted Donato; Breakaway threat at far blue or good enough with puck to delay for help 
to arrive from Neely and Oates. 



6 on 5: "Goalie Out" Face Off 

Q. 	Are you the type of coach who pulls the goalie at the end of Period 1 or 2 with a couple 
of seconds on the clock? ...How many seconds constitute your limit for bravery? 

Regardless of whether you are inclined to try a desperation play at the end of a period, 
most coaches will try the last second attempt at the end of the game. When you do, 
you should have a pre-set plan. 

Some points to consider: 

• After a won draw, shooting from the point 
with Fwds "crashing the net" is seldom a 
bad play, provided it gets through. 

• Once again, moving a player up to the rim 
of the circle is critical. Unlike the previous 
play, it is the board-side winger who has 
the primary responsibility of "hunting 
down" any loose puck around the face off 
dot. This player standing on the face off 
rim is primarily there to block 	1.) any 
direct shoot out attempt by the opposing 
centreman, and 2.) any charging defender 
to the lone Pt 1. For this reason, if the 
centreman is not on his forehand,(i.e., a 
left shot in the above diagrams) this player 
can direct his total attention to running 
interference, including cheating up toward 
the inside has marks (as in Diagram #2). 

• In the above diagrams, it is preferred that: 

- Pt 1 is your best left shot "power 
shooter"; 

- #2 is a right shot (for "reach" 
purposes and to strongly "lock on" 
his board man in the event of a 
clean FO win). #2 is also your best, 
toughest pursuer of loose pucks. 

- #3 is a right shot, your best 1-time 
shooter to score after Pt 1 has 
faked a slap shot and slid the puck 
to him positioned in slot. 

- #4 is your toughest "power player' 
to push his way to the front of the 
net and stay there to battle. 

PagreaReo 11,q y *3 f- rents &pc, ineift 
• • S-11" 
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6 on 5 continued 

 

• After the initial face off play and ensuing 
scramble, it is important that all 1 on 1 
battles along the boards are supported on 
both sides. The mission on any 
possession after the initial set play is 
simple: everyone (literally, depending on 
the number of seconds left) heads to the 
front of the net. 

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 

The Playoffs: 

This is where your players' individual skills and creativity will be challenged to the 
utmost. Pre-set plays quickly lose their uniqueness in a playoff series, and PK adjustments 
and compensations soon nullify much of what worked successfully in the regular season. 
There is a danger of structuring your power play units or formation around one key player. It 
could be argued that the broken foot suffered by Penguin forward Ron Francis did more than 
result in the loss of a premier centreman. Francis' ability on the point on the power play was 
a key factor in the way opposition PK's were able to defense (or, more accurately not 
defense) Mario Lemieux and Jaromir Jagr throughout the regular season and early playoff 
rounds. In the 1996 NHL Eastern Conference Final against the Florida Panthers, all that 
changed without Franis. Lemieux and Jagr's lack of production, particularly on the power 
play, is cited as the single most significant reason for being upset in the seven game series 
vs the Panthers. 

To Practice or Not to Practice? 

Brett Hull complained publically on television during the 1995 Stanley Cup Playroffs 
that the St. Louis Blues never practiced the power play. His coach, Mike Keenan, would 
counter with an agruement that his teams have always practiced power play skills and certain 
game situations which occur often on the PP. As far as specific PP unit practice, Keenan 
follows the tradition of his self-acknowledged mentor Scott Bowman in seldom devoting on-
ice time to this area. Their rationale is a combination of factors ranging from a reluctance to 
"tip their hat" to an opponent, to a hesitancy to create the kind of dependancies which, if 
disrupted, could spell the same type of disaster which was experienced by the '96 playoff 
Penguins. 

Bowman and Keenan would argue that they are constantly working on their power 
play. In addition to video review and off-ice discussion by their coaching staff members, their 
constant experimentation with on-ice personnel during the season makes them more resilient 
to injury and promotes player creativity they contend. 
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Practice or Not to Practice continued... 

Some additional drawbacks to working on the power play during your on-ice practices 
might include: 

- it is relatively time consuming, and often not all your players are active participants; 

- your PK players not only know certain set plays and formations, but also know the 
players (i.e., their teammates) and their tendencies, exploitable weaknesses, etc. 

- as if these PK advantages aren't enough to disrupt your PP units, there is often a 
competitive jealousy that the PK'ers can do the PP job as well or better than those 
selected. While this adds energy to the practice, sometimes the excitement can be 
counterproductive. 

- "set plays", diagrammed perfectly on a chalk board or video screen, seldom present 
themselves as clearly and as orderly on the ice as they can be portrayed on paper. 

Having said all the above disclaimers, below is listed a suggested on-ice teaching 
progression. 

A Suggested Teaching Progression:  (Martin, 1996:50) 

1. 	work in pairs. 
a) shooter and tip-in man 
b) QB to shooter 
c) shooter to shooter 	• 

2. 	work in units of 5 (passing - one touch) 
3. 	5 against no resistance 
4. 	5 against no resistance 
5. 	5 on 1 
6. 	5 on 2 - no sticks 
7. 	5 on 3 - no sticks 
8. 	5 on 4 - no sticks 
9. 	5 on 4 - turn sticks over, butt end down 
10. 	Son 4 - just defense sticks regular 

Work on various elements of teaching progression ( and a various speed, depending 
on age and skill level of players) throughout the hockey season. 

FINALLY: Keep an open mind/..a learning attitude! 

Just when you think you've seen it all, along comes some nuance, some creative 
reshaping of a previously known formation, or some "wrinkle" which will add a bit of 
unpredictability to your team's power play. Remember that you as the coach play only a 
minimal (N.Y. Knick Coach Jeff Van Gundy would say 2%) role in the outcome of a game. 
Keep that humble respectful philosophy regarding the Power Play and you'll be a better 
coach for it. 
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