
1- OFFENSIVE TECHNIQUES AND TACTICS 

By: Tom Watt 
Coach, Sudbury Wolves (0.H.L.) 

1-1. INTRODUCTION 

It is nice to return to another CHA coaching seminar. I can remember attending the first Advanced II 
(former Level 5) in 1973 and am proud to say the CHA was the first sport organization in Canada to 
institute a coaching development program. The objectives for this presentation will be: 

• to review the concepts of effective offensive team play in the defensive, neutral, and offensive zones. 

• suggestions for helping players develop these offensive team play skills. 

Overall, the emphasis will be on principles rather than covering all the specific kinds of tactics that can 
be used. 

1-2. BREAKOUTS 

• Quick outs 
• Minimum stick handling 
• Move towards the puck 
• Pass to motion 
• Look once only up the middle 
• Reverse the flow 
• No diagonal passes 
• Block the pinch 
• Communicate 
• Delayed off-side set breakout plays 

1-2.1 Move the puck out quickly 

Only stop behind the net with the puck when absolutely necessary. It is more important that the puck gets 
outside the blue line into the neutral zone and we lose possession, than trying to make the -perfect" play 
and lose possession inside our zone. 

Particularly when working with young players try and get it in their minds that they can "do more by 
doing less". 
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Drill 41: Ouick Our 

Description: 
defenceman 2 moves behind goal to pick up the puck and passes it either to the centre or the near 
side winger. 
off side winger 4 comes straight across to provide support, it is important for the winger to provide 
deep support in case winger 6 is unable to move the puck. 

1-2.2 Pass the puck out rather than stick handling it out 

Everyone would like to have the defenceman who can carry the puck out. but in most situations it is 
preferable to make sure the puck gets out by passing it. Associated with this manoeuvre is that everyone 
must "hustle" to their positions and be ready for a pass. 

1-2.3 Move the puck rather than away from it 

By moving away from the puckcarrier, the pass becomes longer and more complicated. Whether it is 
soccer, basketball or hockey it is much easier to move towards an object when receiving it. Also, never 
turn your back on a teammate who is passing the puck. 

1-2.4 Always give the puck to someone in motion 

If you are standing still and you receive a pass, always give it immediately to someone who is moving. 
Do not begin to skate with the puck especially when deep in your own zone. This particularly applies 
to a winger who often receives a pass while standing stationan-  along the boards deep in the zone. The 
best play in such a situation is to pass it to a defenceman rushing around behind the goal or to a centre 
who supports the middle. 

1-2.5 Passes through the middle must be sure 

If you look up the niiddle and do not pass it immediately, look for another play rather than trying to 
throw it through the centre a second time. 



1-2.6 Make direct passes to boards 

The Montreal Canadians are an example of a team who seldom pass the puck around the boards in. the:: 
own end: it is always made directly to a player. If one must -ring the boards.' the pass must be hard. 

Another important point is that on all passes to the boards the offside wing must come across the middle 
to provide support. 

1-2.7 Against a press, use a hard pass away from the pressure reversing the flow 

Make sure the pass is a direct pass rather than a rebound off the boards as so often happens when a D to 
D (defenceman to defenceman) pass is made behind the goal. 

1-2.8 No diagonal board to board passes inside the zone or across the blue line 

There are a few exceptions to this rule by players who are highly skilled. 

1-2.9 Against defencemen who pinch, the wingers should stay high and block the pinch 

Traditionally, coaches have preferred to have their wingers drop back deeper towards the goal line. 
received the outlet pass and then receive lots of support from other forwards. This still works, but 
currently I prefer moving the winger out to block the defenceman. This way the winger only has to worry 
about blocking the defenceman and not having to receive a pass and then have to make a difficult second 
pass. By making a block near the blue line the winger is more likely to have the puck bounce off 
himselfherself out over the line. Playing it this way the puck only has to 20 8 over the blue line rather 
than 45. 

1-2.10 Use "set-ups" 

With the delayed off-side rule there are now more occurrences during the game when a team can "set-up-
to bring the puck out. A typical -set-up" is where one defenceman picks up the puck and moves behind 
the net, the centre circles behind the net and the wingers move up and outside the zone or cut across the 
liddle. The puck should come out the side the centre turns to. 



Drill #2: Set-Up Breakout 
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Description: 
• centre takes puck from 2 and then skates with or drops it back to 2 for possible options. 

1-2.11 Talk! Communicate! 

In Calgary we like to remind the players that, "Your ears are your eyes". It is essential that playe7s 
become effective communicators with one another when organizing in the defensive zone. 

1-3 NEUTRAL ZONE 

• Basic requirements 
• Flat passes 
• Crosses 
• Defencemen move up 
• Shoot it in on the right occasion 
• "Set" plays for sloppy line changes 

A lot has been said in recent years about counter play (or transition play and turnover play) in the 
neutral zone. their use has been a positive development to our game. Until the -72 series with the Sovie:s 
we used a very linear pattern in the neutral zone - the winaers staying on the boards and the centre 
dropped back. 

We ha' e now learned how to use counters to put the other team on the defensive more quicki>. Nlost 
teams now spend a lot of time practising_ counter plays in the neutral zone. I would now like to mention 
some of the skills necessary for executing effective counter attacks. 



1-3.1 Basic requirements 
For a counter attack to work effectively there should be: 

• forwards who keep skating to maintain motion 
• eye contact with the puck carrier 
• players sAho till the lanes do so with the expectations that the puck will likely come. If someone takes 

your ice. you take theirs. 
• players keep stick on the ice for easier reception. This is a particularly important skill to teach your.,  

players. Everyone should be able to skate keeping their blade fairly close to the ice. 
• ideally the defencemen, in setting up the counter, should in to work towards the middle where there 

will be more options. They must move the puck quickly to forwards going to the holes, they shogra 
not over handle the puck. Once the puck is on their stick it should immediately advanced to 
breaking forward - no stick handling delay or D to D passing. if possible. 

• one forward can give depth to the attack by turning, back to the boards and going deep then across :he 
middle. A player turtling towards the boards can get "momentarily lost" and help open up the middle. 
building speed to dart back into the action for a quick counter. 

The great Edmonton teams transition game was probably the best in the NHL and their rule was for both 
wingers to develop speed and cross over. The player in the middle turns back to the puck carrier as an 
outlet. The defencemen then hit the exploding wingers with a pass. 

Different teams usually have their own rules, but my experience in the NHL is that I have been more 
successful when with no rules. I just give the players the concepts outlined above and then let them read 
one another in setting things up. Good players seem to respond to this type of challenge. However with 
juniors this past season, we used a simple, set, regroup pattern. 

1-3.2 Set-up for flat passes 

Do not get too far ahead of the play or call for a pass when covered thus forcing the puck carrier to rush 
a pass. Try to take the pass flat. This is related to my previous comment about moving towards the puck. 
Moving away only means inviting a pass to be made to a player's back. Coming across "flat" for a pass 
creates an angle that is much more favourable for success. 

1-3.3 Use crosses 

On all 2 on 2, 3 on 3 situations, use some crosses to force defenders to either fight through or with. 1 on 
l's are easier to defend against than 2 on 2's, or 2 on 2's are easier than 3 on 3's. Having more people 
involved usually means that the defenders will make a -bad read". Practice 2 man and 3 man zone 

entries. 

My feeling is that a defending team should always try to eliminate 3 on 3's. They should endeavour to 
take one player out in the neutral zone making it a 2 on 2. Ideally if it can be reduced down to a 1 on 1, 
then the advantage is with the defending team. 



1-3.4 Defencemen move up into the action 

Defencemen must not be afraid to move up and become involved in the anack. One defenceman should 
never be more than half a zone behind the puck. And. it should not be a case of one defemran 
moving up and saying.. "My job is now done-. If by moving up you create a 3 on 2 or 4 on 3 situations. 
you must go. 

In this respect the game has changed. all 5 players must be able to get involved in moving right into the 
opponent's goal area, although not at the same time. I recall talking to Babe Pratt once about hov, the 
game has evolved for defencemen, and he recounted that when he played for the Toronto Maple Leafs 
in the mid-40's the role of the defencemen was to move the puck up-ice. Never were they expected to 
carry it and 'net involved in the offensive play or even pass it to their defence partner. 

The main difficulty in helping the defencemen learn how to move up-ice is when do they move and when 
do they "stay at home-?. I have three rules, and they have nothing, to do with reading the situation: 

• 1 	What is the score? If it is a tie game or one goal either way be more cautious in moving up. 
• ? 	How much time is left in the period or game? 
• 3 	Who is on the ice for the other team? For instance, if it is someone like Gretzky who can exploit 

an uneven man situation, then the defenceman should always think twice about the 
possibility of moving up and getting caught. 

It should not be too difficult for defenceman to ask themselves these 3 questions before they 2o on the 
ice for a shift. 

1-3.5 Threatened with a loss of possession, shoot it in 

When there is no chance to gain the opponent's zone with possession, you must shoot it in, what E.J. 
McGuire calls the "ugly game". I am not sure that "shooting it in" is always necessarily bad, but I agree 
with most people that carrying it in and having confidence that you can make your play is preferable. 

The "shoot it in" game is much like the old pool room maxim, "It is not what you make, but what you 
leave". It seems to express the philosophy that rather than create an offensive opportunity, we are ctoing 
to dump it in and make an opportunity by forcing a mistake in the offensive zone. 

Some simple rules for when to shoot it in are: 
• I. if there is no speed to the attack at the opponent's blue line 
• 2. if there is no real opportunity, because of the other teams very defensive style of play; ie. no one 

is open. 
• 3. if the opponents have a strong transition game. Against a team that can quickly counter attack 

in the neutral zone it is much safer to shoot the puck in deep and make them bring it back the 
whole length of the ice. 



When making the shoot in: 
• I. make sure it goes in. Do not take a chance of having it blocked at the blue line 
• mak-o it hard 
• a. keep 	 ;Jodi:ender. This is of ci.funier :he move where some teams block the 

line after a shoot-in to allow the -03i:ender rirre. 	the puck or to initiate a breakout. 

av.a:. from the goalzender: hither shoo: it in .nigh and hard around the glass. or softly .. 
ciiibr.e.one speeding in. The -shoot-in-  should not be a blind game. there should be some purpose to 

Drill #3 	4ro  

Purpose: 
• to shoot the puck in hard and block off the far stde 

Description: 
• 4 shoots the puck in hard and high around the glass 
• the first player in: example, 6 concentrates blocking out the closest defensive player to the puck 
• the next closest player: example, 5 blocks the boards to retrieve the puck 
• defencemen 3 moves up to help keep the puck in 

Drill #4: Soft ro the Corner 

Purpose: 
• to shoot the puck in softly and block off the near side 



Description: 
• 5 shoots the puck softly to the comer 
• :he first Mayer in: example. 6 concentrates blocking out the closest defensive player to the bucli 
• 5 retrieves the puck. supported by 3 

1-3.6 Set plays for sloppy changes 

Consider having a "set play-  for the neutral zone that takes advantage of the opposition that makes slow 
player changes_ 

Drill 45: ()Hick Change Play 

Purpose: 
• to make a quick -up the side and out-  play on the side furthest 

Description: 
• defenceman 3 retrieves the puck to initiate a quick long pass to defence partner 2 
• 2 steps over the blue line and quickly advances the puck to 6 who is up by the opponent's blue line 

1-4 OFFENSIVE ZONE 

• Puckcarrier attacks wide 
• Second attacker goes for the net 
• Puckcarrier drives to front of net 
• Take all good opportunities to shoot 
• Look for tip-ins and rebounds on point shots 
• Keep point shots low and on the near post 
• Support the point man from mid-ice 
• Point man moves into the slot 
• Use quiet zones 
• Keep 1 fonvard back 



1-4.1 Attack wide 

One thing about the game of hockey. there are no "nevers-  or "always-. For instance, most team,  :::ce 
to have their defence -stand-up-  at the blue line, but some things almost never hold the iine. insteadthe' 
rely on very aggressive back checking by their forwards in the neutral zone. 

When pia y ing against the traditional "stand-up" approach I prefer a wide attack. The puckcarrier skates 
Cast and wide with the puck. The advantages of this approach are: 

1. may beat the defender outside. Many defencemen cannot turn well enough to defend against 
someone driving hard to the outside. 

• 2 	even if the defenceman is agile, a good skater, and is tough and takes the attacker out of the play. 
the puck is likely to continue sliding in deep. 

• 3 	it removes a defenceman to the outside opening up space for the other offensive players. 

1-4.2 Second attacker goes for the net 

The second attacker without the puck must go to the net. This is difficult to teach because it is often a 
rough ride going to the front of the net, one has to take a lot of abuse. Beside being an offensive threat 
it also opens up the middle for a late attacker. 

1-4.3 Puckcarrier must drive in front of net 

The puckcarrier must drive in front of the net. Do not go behind and never throw a "blind" pass in front 
which could trap the other teammates. 

This requires the use of a lot of drive drills to encourage players to fight to the front of the goal. With 
today's meg nets there should not be concern in being impaled on the goal posts. 

The advantage of having players who can drive for the front of the net is that teammates know what is 
going to happen and can position themselves for the best play. 

1-4.4 Take all good opportunities to shoot 

Avoid that last -pretty" pass for a shot on goal. It is never a bad play to shoot at the net. 

-One timer" shooting is very popular these days, but I do not believe it is an advantage unless a person 
is really good at it. For the average player it is much more advantageous to stop the puck and quickly 
shoot it. 

This does not mean that one should not practice it. It is a terrific offensive skill, and there should be 
someone on every power play who can use it. In teaching the "one time" remember to emphasize that 
the passer is as important as the shooter. That the puck must be teed up between the shooter's legs so 
that it can be driven. 



1-4.5 Look for tip-ins and rebounds on point shots 

On shots from the point. forwards should go to the net with their sticks on the ice for tip-ins and 
rebounds. Going to the net means positioning, oneself to face the shot and screening the goaltender with 
the defenceman behind. The stick should be on the ice to provide added support and sometimes the puck 
goes in off the stick without the player even realizing it. Facing the shot also allows the player to reach 
out on either side to tip it in. 

1-4.6 Point shots low and on the near post 

Point shots should be low. Make sure the shot gets through so that rebounds and tip-ins become possible. 
On point shots from the near boards should be on the near post. Shots off the far post are more likely 
to trap the forwards with a "ring around and out". 

1-4.7 Provide mid-ice support for the point man 

When a point man is along the boards with the puck, his/her partner must come to the middle of the ice 
so that they have a better shooting angle if a pass is made. Also this is better defensive position to help 
the partner from. Staying at the far boards to receive a pass, usually means the person is no further ahead 
than the player who made the pass. 

1-4.8 Point man moves into the slot 

The point man should not be afraid to move into the slot off the blue line if they see an opportunity. 
However, if they do not get the pass, get back quickly to their position. 

1-4.9 Use the quiet zones: "Cycling" 

When a team has possession in the corner, look to the slot or in front of the net for the free man. It is not 
necessary to stay in front of the net and take abuse. Use the "quiet zones-  in the corners and behind the 
net until a play can be made. Players without the puck should always be looking for ways to provide 
support for the puckcarrier. 

This give and go, or "cycling" is particularly effective against teams that lose man-to-man in their own 
zone. 

Drill #6: 2 Man cycle or behind net 

Purpose: 
• give and go in the corner or a pass behind the goal 



Description: 
• 4 carries the puck to draw a defender and passes into the corner to 5 
• 5 has the option of returning the pass to 4 or passing to 6 behind the goal 

Drill 47: 3 Man cycling: overload 
Purpose: 
• setting up two options, slot or back to corner and roll to slot 
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Description:  
• 4 carries the puck and tries to pass to Sin slot 
• 4 passes behind to 6 rolling out of deep corner and looks for 4 rolling to slot 

1-4.10 One forward back 

All three forwards should never be in so deep when we have possession, that if the puck is turned over, 
one forward will not be in a position to come back. 




	00000001
	00000002
	00000003
	00000004
	00000005
	00000006
	00000007
	00000008
	00000009
	00000010
	00000011
	00000012

