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INTRODUCTION TO HOCKEY
PLAYS AND THE WISDOM OF
RYAN WALTER

Hockey is a fast, fluid game where split-
second  decisions  can  determine  the
outcome  of  a  match.  Coaches  and
players  alike  constantly  seek  an  edge
through structured systems and creative
plays.  Few  understand  the  balance

between  structure  and  spontaneity
better than Ryan Walter, a former NHL
star, coach, and long-time student of the
game. Over a career that spanned nearly
1,000 NHL games as a player and later a
coach in the Canucks organization, Ryan
Walter became known for his ability to
break  down  complex  hockey  plays
strategies into teachable concepts. This
article  explores  the  core  principles
behind  effective  hockey  systems,
drawing  heavily  on  the  insights  and
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methods  that  Ryan Walter  has  shared
with teams at every level.
Whether you are a youth coach looking
to  install  a  forecheck,  a  junior  player
hoping to read the ice better, or a fan
wanting to understand why certain plays
work,  the  following  sections  provide  a
deep  dive  into  the  strategic  side  of
hockey.  We  will  examine  how  Ryan
Walter’s  approach  to  team  play,
positioning, and mental preparation can
transform a group of individuals into a
cohesive unit.

RYAN WALTER: A LIFETIME OF
HOCKEY KNOWLEDGE

From NHL Player
to Strategic
Mentor
Drafted second overall in the 1978 NHL
Amateur  Draft  by  the  Washington
Capitals, Ryan Walter played over 1,000
games  and  recorded  more  than  700
points. He wore the captain’s ‘C’ for the
Canadiens  and  later  transitioned  into
coaching  and  front  office  roles  with  the
Vancouver Canucks.  But  it  is  his  post-
playing career that truly cemented his
reputation  as  a  hockey  mind.  As  an
associate  coach  and  later  a  special
advisor, Ryan Walter focused on player
d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  s y s t e m s
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implementation.  He  co-authored  books
and  produced  training  materials  that
emphasize  hockey  plays  strategies
rooted  in  simplicity,  repetition,  and
reading  the  game.
Walter’s philosophy is built on the idea
that  players  must  understand  not  just
their own role but the intentions of their
teammates. The result is a system that
fosters  trust  and  allows  for  creative
adjustments  within  a  structured
framework.

CORE PRINCIPLES OF HOCKEY
SYSTEMS ACCORDING TO RYAN
WALTER

Before  diving  into  specific  plays,  it  is
i m p o r t a n t  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
fundamental  beliefs  that  guide  Ryan

Walter’s  approach.  These  principles
apply  at  any  level,  from  peewee  to
professional.

Structure breeds freedom:
Players who know exactly where to
be in each zone can then make
intelligent decisions when the play
breaks down.
Communication is non-
negotiable: Verbal and non-
verbal cues must be constant to
maintain coverage and create
scoring opportunities.
Positional awareness over
puck watching: Ryan Walter
stresses that feet and eyes must
be active, scanning for threats and
openings rather than chasing the
puck.
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System flexibility: No play works
every time. Teams must have
automatic adjustments or “reads”
built into their strategies.

With these pillars in mind, let us explore
the  specific  hockey  plays  strategies
that  Ryan  Walter  has  championed
throughout  his  career.

ZONE ENTRY AND NEUTRAL ZONE
PLAYS

The neutral zone is where many games
are won or lost. A well-structured entry
can  create  immediate  offensive
pressure,  while  a  poor  one  leads  to
turnovers  and  odd-man  rushes.  Ryan
Walter often teaches a “controlled entry”
philosophy,  preferring  possession  over
dump-and-chase  when  the  situation

allows.

The “Delay and
Support” Entry
One of Walter’s favorite plays involves a
puck carrier slowing down just inside the
offensive  blue  line  to  allow  trailing
forwards  to  join  the  rush.  This  delay
forces  defenders  to  back  off,  opening
passing  lanes.  The  play  requires  the
weak-side winger to read the delay and
attack the middle lane for a pass. When
executed correctly, it creates a 3-on-2 or
even a 3-on-1 advantage. Ryan Walter
dril ls  this  repeatedly  in  practice,
emphasizing  stick-on-ice  readiness  and
quick puck movement.
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Defensive Zone
Breakout
Strategies
On the breakout, Ryan Walter advocates
for  the  “quick  up”  pass  to  spring
forwards,  but  only  if  the  opposition’s
forecheck  is  passive.  If  pressure  is
heavy, the team uses a “reverse” play
where the defenseman behind the net
passes  to  the  opposite  corner  winger,
who  then  hits  the  center  swinging
through the middle.  This  play requires
precise  timing—a  hallmark  of  Walter’s
teaching.

FORECHECKING SYSTEMS:
PRESSURE WITH PURPOSE

Forechecking  is  an  area  where  Ryan
Walter’s  strategic  thinking  shines.  He
categorizes forechecks into three main
structures: 1-2-2, 2-1-2, and 1-3-1. Each
has specific assignments and triggers.

The 1-2-2
Forecheck
This  is  the  most  conservative  of  the
three,  but  Walter  insists  it  can  be
aggressive  if  the  first  forward  angles
properly.  The  F1  (first  forechecker)
forces the defenseman to one side, while
F2 and F3 position themselves to cut off
passing  options.  The  strong-side
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defenseman pinches only when the puck
is  rimmed  high  off  the  boards.  Ryan
Walter  often points  out  that  the 1-2-2
requires  tremendous  discipline;  if  any
forward  cheats,  the  entire  structure
collapses.

The 2-1-2
Aggressive
Forecheck
For teams that want to force turnovers
quickly,  Walter’s  version  of  the  2-1-2
sends  two  forwards  hard  on  the  puck
while the third forward stays high in the
slot  to  intercept  clears.  This  system
works  best  against  defenders  who are

slow  to  move  the  puck.  However,  it
leaves  the  team vulnerable  to  stretch
passes. Ryan Walter teaches his players
to  recognize  when  the  opponent’s
breakout is routine and to then “shift”
into the 2-1-2 as a surprise tactic.

OFFENSIVE ZONE CYCLE AND NET
FRONT PRESENCE

Once the puck is deep, the cycle game
becomes  crit ical .  Ryan  Walter’s
strategies  emphasize  puck  protection
and  net-front  traffic.

The Low-to-High
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Cycle
A classic play in Walter’s playbook is the
low-to-high cycle: a forward carries the
puck behind the net, reverses direction,
a n d  p a s s e s  t o  t h e  p o i n t .  T h e
defenseman  fires  a  shot  while  the
forwards  rotate  to  screen  and  deflect.
The key is that the forward who made
the pass must immediately go to the net
to become a screen. Ryan Walter drills
this until  it  becomes instinctive, noting
that good screens are as important as
good shots.

The “Slot Seam”

Play
Another  effective  hockey  plays
strategies  element  from  Walter’s
system involves a quick pass from the
half-board to a forward sliding into the
high  slot.  This  “seam”  pass  often
catches  defenders  flat-footed.  The
forward  must  receive  the  puck  in  full
stride  and  release  a  quick  snap  shot.
Ryan Walter emphasizes that this play
only  works  if  the  defenseman  at  the
point moves laterally to open the lane.

DEFENSIVE ZONE COVERAGE

Ryan  Walter’s  defensive  philosophy  is
based on “protecting the house” — the
slot and the area in front of the net. He
breaks defensive zone coverage into two
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main  systems:  man-on-man  and  zone,
but teaches a hybrid that adjusts based
on the opponent’s formation.

The “Box Plus
One” System
In the defensive zone, Walter often uses
a box-plus-one — four players forming a
box  around  the  net  area,  with  the  fifth
player (usually the center) chasing the
puck. This structure ensures that the net
front is always covered by at least two
players. The defensemen are responsible
for taking away cross-ice passes, while
forwards  collapse  low.  Ryan  Walter
stresses that the “plus-one” must be an
excellent  skater  who  can  pressure
without  overcommitting.

Net-Front Battle
Tactics
No defensive play works without winning
net-front  battles.  Walter  teaches
forwards  to  keep  their  sticks  in  the
passing lanes and to use body position
to  box  out  attackers.  He  frequently
shows  video  clips  of  NHL  defensemen
using a “stick press” on the puck carrier
while maintaining body contact with the
attacking  forward.  These  small  details
are  what  separate  average  defensive
teams from great ones.

SPECIAL TEAMS: POWER PLAY
AND PENALTY KILL



Hockey Plays Strategies Ryan Walter 9

9

Power Play
Structure
Ryan  Walter’s  power  play  strategy  is
built  on  simplicity  and  movement.  He
prefers an overload formation, with the
puck moved quickly from the half-wall to
the point and then down low. The goal is
to create a 2-on-1 down low or a one-
timer from the slot.  Walter insists that
every  player  on  the  power  play  must
know his  “second option”  immediately
after  the  first  play  is  denied.  For
example, if the low forward doesn't have
a pass, he should immediately reverse to
the  weak-side  defenseman  for  a  one-
timer.

Penalty Kill
Tactics
When short-handed, Walter’s teams use
an  aggressive  diamond  formation  that
pressures the puck carrier  at  the blue
line.  The two forwards form a triangle
with the one defenseman high, while the
other defenseman covers the net front. If
the opposing team sets up, the penalty
killers  drop  into  a  box.  Ryan  Walter
teaches that the most important skill on
the  kill  is  shot-blocking,  but  he  also
emphasizes  active  sticks  to  disrupt
passing  lanes.

PRACTICE DRILLS AND
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IMPLEMENTATION

Knowing  the  theory  behind  hockey
plays  strategies  i s  one  th ing;
implementing  them  in  practice  is
another.  Ryan  Walter  recommends
breaking each play into its  component
parts.  For  example,  to  teach  the
forecheck,  start  with  a  dry- land
walkthrough,  then  add  skates  without
pucks, then add the puck at half-speed,
and  finally  add  full-speed  with
defenders.
He  a lso  advocates  for  “system
scrimmages” where the coach stops play
every  few  seconds  to  re inforce
positioning. Repetition is crucial, but so
is variation. Ryan Walter often changes
one variable (e.g., the side of the ice) to
ensure players can adapt.

MENTAL PREPARATION AND
TEAM CULTURE

Strategy is not just about X’s and O’s; it
is about mindset. Ryan Walter frequently
speaks about the importance of “hockey
IQ”  development.  He  encourages
coaches to ask players questions such as
“What did you see?” and “Why did you
make that pass?” This reflective process
builds better decision-makers.
Additionally,  Walter  stresses  that  a
team’s culture must support the system.
If  players do not trust each other,  the
most elegant plays will fail. He suggests
team-building  exercises  and  clear  role
definitions  so  that  every  player  knows
how  his  contribution  fits  into  the  larger
hockey  plays  strategies  framework.
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CONCLUSION

Ryan  Walter  has  spent  decades  refining
and teaching hockey systems that blend
discipline  with  creativity.  From neutral
zone entries to defensive zone coverage,
his  strategies  are  designed  to  give
players a clear framework while leaving
room for  instinct.  The most  successful
teams are those that  internalize these

principles  until  they  become  second
nature. By studying the methods of Ryan
Walter, any coach or player can gain a
deeper appreciation for the tactical side
of the game and improve their ability to
execute under pressure. Remember: the
best plays are the ones that the entire
team understands and trusts. Build that
trust, and the wins will follow.


