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A lot of goalies are invited to play on AAA teams in the off-season.  The Goalcrease coaching staff is convinced that those teams are not a good fit for most goalies.  Think about how most goalies spend the winter.  They generally play on a team with a 40-60 game schedule and play about half of those games.  In their practices, the coaches carefully plan how to develop the skills of their players.  The 15 skaters on the team are guided to improve their skating skills (forward, backwards, stops and starts, power turns, pivots, and crossovers) as well as passing, checking, puckhandling and shooting skills.  Which skills do the coaches guide their goalies to improve in practice?  Stopping the puck is not a skill, but rather a culmination of several skills.  Here's a short list of skills that goalies are not usually taught in practice: shuffles, pivots, T-pushes, recovery movements, backward movement, post to post movement, as well as all the save techniques that require thousands of quality repetitions to master.   Did you ever notice most goalies are not good at the poke check?  Of course they're not.  They never get a chance to work on that skill in a specific drill.  Imagine a forward who never took the time to practice a backhand shot.  They would be very limited in their ability to finish scoring chances in tight spaces.  Yet that is how many goalies go through their whole careers; without taking the time to practice specific skills, because they are too busy trying to stop slap shots and wrist shots from the slot each and every practice.  

 

Something about AAA hockey programs seems strange to us.  Although these teams were supposedly designed as a chance for elite players to accelerate their development, it is extremely rare for them to hire a professional goalie coach.  Several youth hockey associations hire outside sources to work with their goalies, largely because goalie parents have demanded it to make up for the lack of attention in team practices.  

 

The real issue is the balance of skill development Vs. competition.  For most goalies, team practice is only another form of competition because little is being learned. Still, those practices are beneficial if the goalie takes a competitive approach to the drills where they face shots.  We encourage all of our clients to take it upon themselves to add skill development to their practices, mainly by doing movement drills during "down time" in practice.  But time and energy is limited during team practices.  The best environment for the quality repetitions needed for skill development is goalie specific training apart from team practice.  

 

If we compare the skill development:competition ratio to other athletes, the evidence is clear.  Would it be easy to face Major League pitching if you only batted a couple times a game and never took batting practice?  Would Tiger Woods prepare for the Masters by playing every tournament he could, but never go to the putting green?  Did Michael Phelps race competitively 7 days a week for 5 years?  Or did he train with a coach for over 90% of his time in the pool and compete less than 10% of the time.  Yet goalies train by playing games and doing competitive drills 90% of their ice time and actually practice their skills less than 10% of the time.  

 

In conclusion, AAA hockey teams that play competitive games and have plenty of practices (with no goalie coach) are only fit for small portion of the goalie population.  There are, of course, circumstances which if combined, make for a good AAA experience.  A few examples include a goalie who didn't play more than 20 games during the winter season, didn't get much practice time due to illness or injury, and who already has a strong fundamental base, built from quality repetition and needs more competition to develop the instinctive or "read and react" aspects of the game.  In large part, most goalies don't fit into these categories and should there are better ways to budget their off-season hockey.  

