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INTRODUCTION
Checking is as important to defensive play as 
stickhandling is to offensive hockey. Implicit in this 
statement is the realization that the skating ability of 
your players must be adequate for the level of their 
competition. Coaches must provide a solid base of 
skating skills to their players before any checking 
skills will be useful.

Checking is a component of almost all forms of 
defensive play. It includes stick checking, covering, 
body contact, and body checking. Body checking 
will not be included in this chapter as it is currently 
not a legal part of hockey for players 10 and under.

Regardless of the type of check a player intends to 
use, there are several things that must be done in 
order to be successful:

• The player must consider how many 
opponents are coming with the attack and 
where they are before deciding to check.

• The player must attempt to gain proper 
position in relation to his opponent, thus 
increasing chances for success.

The important point to stress is that the checker must 
be able to recognize and evaluate the opportunities 
available to the opponent. These opportunities 
are based upon the positioning of opponents and 
teammates. It is the checker’s responsibility to 
limit the opponent’s options. This may include 
containing the opponent by forcing a bad angle, 
and/or checking in open ice or along the boards.

ANGLING
The combination of skating skills and checking 
begins with angling. Angling simply means forcing 
an opponent to go in the direction that you want. 
In defensive hockey, this usually means forcing the 
player towards the boards. This limits the player’s 
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Figure 16-1. Angling.



options and effectively takes space away from him 
or her.

Angling is most utilized when approaching the 
opponent from the front and, occasionally, when 
trying to catch him or her from behind. It is important 
not to go directly at the puck carrier in a straight line, 
as this allows two options. Instead, the defensive 
player must skate parallel to or in an arc towards the 
opponent. When  executed properly, this prevents 
the puck carrier from cutting back on the defender 
while continually forcing him or her toward the 
boards. 

The checker must remember to gauge his or her 
speed against the opponent’s and to keep his stick 
down in anticipation of making contact with the 
opponent and trying to take the puck away.

Key Elements
• Skate parallel to or in an arc towards the 

opponent.
• Continually take away the opponent’s space 

and options.
• Adjust speed to the opponent’s.
• Keep stick on the ice.

Figure 16-2. Angling and keeping the gap closed.

STICK CHECKING
Stick checking is accomplished by using the stick 
to separate the puck from an opponent. All stick 
checking tactics should be executed using proper 
body position and balance. In other words, if the 
stick check fails, the player must be in a position to 
continue to defend the opponent.

POKE CHECK
The poke check is most often executed by a defender 
skating backwards against a rushing opponent. The 
defender should maintain proper balance while 
skating backwards, and have only the top hand on 
the stick. The defender must concentrate on the 
midsection of the opponent and use peripheral 
vision to see the puck. The stick should be kept back 
with the arm flexed so as not to let the opponent 
know the extent of the checker’s reach. When the 
opponent comes into range, the defender quickly 
extends the stick, knocking the puck off of the 
attacker’s stick. This movement must solely be 
done with the arm, so that if the puck is missed, 
the defender maintains proper balance and body 
position.

The poke check can also be used by a forward skating 
defender approaching the puck carrier from the front 
or side. Again, the extension of the arm is used to 
surprise the opponent, but proper body position and 
balance must be maintained for continued play if the 
check misses.

Key Elements
• top hand only on the stick, held close to 

side with the arm bent
• quick extension of the arm and stick when 

the opponent and puck are in range
• proper balance and body position in 

relation to the opponent

Common Errors
• The arm holding the stick is fully extended 

too early.
• The defender lunges at the puck, putting 

himself off balance, out of position and 
unable to complete the skill.



Figure 16-3. Poke check ready position.

Figure 16-4. Execution of the poke check.

HOOK CHECK
The hook check is most often executed from behind 
the puck carrier. The stick should be held with the 
top hand only and the shaft should be extended 
near to the ice with one knee bent. The blade is 
turned towards the puck and hooks the puck off of 
the opponent’s stick. The hook check should only 
be used when there is a great chance of success 
because, if the check misses, the defender is in poor 
body position to recover quickly.

Key Elements
• The stick shaft should be extended near or 

on the ice.
• The blade must be turned towards the puck 

and be flat on the ice.

Common Errors
• committing too early to the bent knee 

position

Figure 16-5. Hook check.

LIFT THE STICK
Lifting the stick is typically executed when 
approaching the opponent from behind or from 
the side. When close enough to the puck carrier, 
the defender skates in front of or with him or her, 
lifts the opponent’s stick near the heel as quickly as 
possible and brings his or her stick down to take the 
puck away.

Key Elements
• Approach puck carrier from behind or from 

the side.
• Continue skating with the puck carrier.
• Lift the opponent’s stick quickly and take 

the puck.

Common Errors
• Failure to continue skating makes it difficult 

to gain good position on the puck carrier.



Figure 16-6. Stick lift from behind.

Figure 16-7. Stick lift from an angle.

STICK PRESS
The stick press is executed in close one-on-one 
battles. It may be used to prevent an opponent from 
receiving a pass, shooting, or retrieving a loose puck. 
The player places his stick on top of the lower shaft of 
the opponent’s stick and presses down, preventing 
the opponent’s stick from moving. Leverage and 
relative upper body strength are keys to young 
players successfully executing the stick press.

Key Elements
• used in close one-on-one situations
• stick placed over lower part of opponent’s 

stick and pressed down hard

Common Errors
• The defender not placing the stick low on 

the stick shaft of the offensive player
• Not maintaining good body position on the 

offensive player

Figure 16-8. Stick press.

SWEEP CHECK
The sweep check has similarities to the hook check 
and the poke check. It is executed from in front of 
the puck carrier. It can be executed from an upright 
position with the defender in the same position as if 
he or she is about to poke check. If the puck carrier 
is on the side away from the defender’s stick, the 
defender sweeps the blade towards the puck, being 
careful not to overcommit the body. If the sweep 
misses, the defender must remain in sound defensive 
body position.

From a similar position, the defender can lower the 
stick close to the ice. The sweeping motion moves 
towards the puck with the curved area where the 
shaft meets the blade aiming for the puck. Caution 
must be used along with this check, as the defender 
is committing his or her body much more and is 
susceptible to the puck carrier cutting back on him 
or her.

Key Elements
• top hand only on the stick
• blade flat on the ice



• selective usage of the sweep check
• overcommitment of the body

Common Errors
• committing too early to the bent knee 

position

Figure 16-9. Sweep check.

HIT THE STICK
This move is employed when you are even with the 
puck carrier and skating parallel to her or him. Hit the 
opponent’s stick near the heel to force her or him to 
lose control of the puck.

Key Elements
• Be parallel with the opponent.
• Hit the heel of the opponent’s stick.

COVERING
In general, covering an opponent means maintaining 
a sound defensive position between the opponent 
and your own net. The defensive player should try 
to stay within one stick length of his opponent for 
effective defensive play.

Key Elements
• Skate with the opponent and stay within 

one stick length.
• Maintain a position between the opponent 

and your own net.

BACKCHECKING THE OPEN MAN
When backchecking an open man, the defender 
should take an inside position and try to remain 
just ahead of the opponent. This position allows the 
defender to stay between the opponent and the goal 
and the opponent and the puck. The disadvantage is 
that the defender will have a difficult time watching 
both the opponent and the puck. Therefore, it is 
imperative that the defender maintain the one stick 
length or less relationship to the opponent.

Key Elements
• Take a position inside and slightly ahead of 

opponent.
• Try to split vision between the puck and the 

covered player.
• Stay within one stick length of opponent.

Figure 16-10. Backchecking the open man.

Figure 16-11. Maintaining an inside position.



BACKCHECKING THE PUCK CARRIER
When backchecking against a puck carrier, the 
defender must concentrate on the puck carrier’s 
body and not on the puck itself. Too much emphasis 
on the puck will allow the puck carrier to utilize 
fakes or have enough room to escape the checker. 
The key element is to angle the opponent toward an 
area of the ice that will be more advantageous to the 
defender (most often toward the boards). Players can 
also fall into the bad habit of approaching the puck 
carrier and hooking or slashing instead of continuing 
to skate and overtake the opponent.

Key Elements
• Watch opponent’s body, not the puck.
• Angle the puck carrier towards the boards.

Figure 16-12. Backchecking the puck carrier.

Figure 16-13. Skating a player off the puck.

COVERING IN FRONT OF THE NET
When covering a player in front of the net, the 
defender must be aware of the positioning of the puck 
as well as his opponent. It is, therefore, necessary to 
maintain contact with the opponent using either the 
body or the stick. As with other defensive situations, 
the defender should stay between the opponent 
and the net. Special attention must be paid to the 
opponent’s stick, particularly when the puck is about 
to arrive. Lifting the stick or the stick press can be 
utilized to prevent the opponent from controlling or 
tipping the puck.

It is also important not to overcommit to one 
player. If a defensive teammate loses his check, the 
defender in front may have to cover two opponents. 
Therefore, a checker cannot get tied up with one 
person to the extent that he or she cannot release to 
a new position if the situation changes.

Key Elements
• Stay between the opponent and the goal.
• Maintain contact with the opponent’s stick 

or body.
• Split vision and always know where the 

puck is.
• Don’t get tied up with one player in case 

the situation changes.

Figure 16-14. Covering in front of the net.

PROTECTING ONESELF FROM BODY 
CONTACT ALONG THE BOARDS
The best protection against any kind of contact 
is to maintain a strong skating position with feet 
shoulder width apart, knees bent and head up. 
Overall awareness of where opponents are on the 
ice is a key ingredient as well.



Even at younger levels of hockey, where body 
checking is not allowed, contact with the boards can 
happen. Players must learn to protect themselves 
when playing near the boards. They must always 
remember to maintain a strong hockey position with 
knees flexed and feet about shoulder width apart.

If contact with the boards occurs with the player 
facing them, the player should try to distribute the 
contact over as large a surface as possible. The stick 
and forearms can absorb the contact for the upper 
body. The player should lean in slightly, keeping the 
skates about a foot away from the boards. If the 
feet get up against the boards, the player can lose 
balance upon contact.

When contact is going to occur with the boards at 
the player’s side, he or she should use the upper 
arm to cushion the blow. A player should be careful 
to avoid absorbing the blow with the point of the 
shoulder.

Figure 16-15. Getting the stick and gloves up to absorb 
the force of any body contact.

Figure 16-16. Maintain a low center of gravity along the 
boards.

Figure 16-17. Avoid hitting the boards with your shoulder 
and head.

SUMMARY
• Checking is an important skill to teach 

properly to your players.
• The main areas of checking are:

— skating
— angling
— stick checking
— ready for body contact
— protecting yourself

• It is necessary to strictly apply rules 
pertaining to checking to significantly 
detour body checking from behind and 
stick infraction, then promoting safety and 
enjoyment of the game.

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


