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Game Play Guidelines 
SEASONAL STRUCTURE 
The Novice Seasonal Structure can take on many forms. This section identifies a set of minimum 
standards that Hockey Canada membership must adhere to. Keep in mind, there is some flexibility 
because the framework provides a set of recommended timeframes when minor hockey 
associations build their seasonal plan. If the season starts in October or even as late as November, 
the minor hockey association should still follow the guidelines of a balanced season approach. 
Some of the dates and timeframes are guidelines while others are fixed. The number of games and 
practices are also recommendations based on what Hockey Canada has set out in the Long-Term 
Player Development Model and Novice Player Pathway documents.  

1. DEVELOPMENT PHASE
During the development phase, coaches should be focused on skill development. The ideal practice to 
game ration has been identified as 3:1, or three practice sessions to one game played. The start of the 
season for Novice players is not a fixed time. Therefore, the guidelines outlined in the Novice Seasonal 
Structure are just that – guidelines.  

The goal for every minor hockey association should be to set aside a window of time where young 
players have more practices than games. The Hockey Canada Novice Skills Manual provides coaches 
with a series of well-crafted practice plans (ice sessions) that focus on developing fundamental 
movement skills like striding, turning and stopping, manipulation skills like shooting, passing, puck 
control and the very important motor skills of agility, balance, coordination. All of these components 
should be a part of player-centred skill development in a fun and safe environment that promotes self-
confidence.  

2. REGULAR SEASON PHASE
The regular season phase represents the bulk of the season in the Novice Seasonal Structure. The 
practice to game ratio shifts to 2:1 or two practices for every game played. 

It is important that coaches continue to focus on skill development during practice sessions. Once again, 
the Hockey Canada Novice Skills Manual provides a wide variety of resources in the form of practice 
sessions as well as drills that will assist in the delivery of practices that will meet the skills development 
needs of young players. Hockey Canada has developed additional resources to support coaches in their 
efforts to deliver practice plans. The Hockey Canada Network, Drill Hub and the Initiation Program all 
contain age-appropriate and skill-specific resources to meet the needs of young Novice hockey players. 

Even though the regular season phase has a lower practice to game ratio (2:1) through the months of 
November, December and January, there are still up to 24 possible practice sessions to support and 
encourage young players through this skill acquisition phase of the season. 
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3. GAME PLAY PHASE OR TRANSITION PHASE
The approved Hockey Canada policy for Novice hockey permits the introduction of full-ice game play in 
the later part of the season for second year Novice players.  In the event there is a desire to introduce 
second-year Novice players to the full-ice game model, membership is required to wait until after 
January 15 to allow Novice teams to participate in full-ice games. 

The transition phase has a practice to game ratio of 1:1, or one practice to one game played. It is 
important to ensure practice sessions continue through the Transition Phase. This will provide coaches 
with the opportunity to continue to reinforce individual skill development elements in practices in 
addition to introducing players to concepts attached to the full-ice game. 
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GAME PLAY GUIDELINES 
The Game Play format is referred to as the Two-Team Game Play Model (see Figure 3). This model is 
built on two teams playing one another in two halves. Each Novice team is divided into two units. 
Each team is required to dress two goaltenders, one for each half-ice game. 

FIGURE 3: Two Teams – Two Half-Ice Games Model 

In some minor hockey communities, team composition may be smaller. If this is the case, the ice is 
still divided in two halves, but only one half will be used for game play. The other half of the ice can 
be used as a practice surface (see Figure 4). 

o In the two teams, two half-ice games model, each team will consist of up to 18 players (16
skaters and two goaltenders) divided into two units of nine players. Each team unit of nine
players will have one goaltender and eight skaters. Smaller numbers will allow for players to
double shift to ensure there are always four players on the ice. Coaches must make sure all
players take turns double shifting.

o While not a requirement, the ideal length of a game is 50 minutes (2 x 25-minute halves)
plus a three-minute warm-up.

o It is recommended that in each half, the centre spot should be marked to indicate where the
face-off will take place. This is to be established at the midpoint between both nets.

o When play is stopped due to the goaltender freezing the puck or a goal being scored, the
referee will signal the attacking players to back off three metres. Once the attackers have
moved back, the players may resume play as soon as the possession team has control of the
puck. In the event a puck goes out of play, the referee will provide a new puck to the non-
offending team and the offending team will be required to provide a three-metre cushion.

o Incidental contact may happen, but body-checking is not permitted.
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o There is no centre-ice (red) line, and therefore no icing.
o There are no blue-lines in play, therefore there are no offsides.
o The home team shall defend the two ends of the rink, while the visiting team shall defend

the centre-ice nets.
o When the buzzer sounds to end the first half, the visiting team will switch ends and switch

benches, so players can play against the other half of the opposing team.
o Teams will share the respective player benches with each team using the gate closest to the

net they are defending.
o The main score clock can be used to keep time for both games simultaneously.
o No score is kept, and no game sheets are necessary.

FIGURE 4: Two Teams – One Half-Ice Game Model with Practice Sheet 
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RULES FOR HALF-ICE GAME PLAY 

PLAYING RULES 
o 4 vs. 4 format – plus each team with a goaltender
o Each team is required to have two goaltenders, one for each half of the ice
o Three-minute warm-up
o Rink set-up:

§ One set of barriers or two sets of barriers with a space in between for spare players
o Game length – 50 minutes (varies by region)

§ Two 25-minute halves
o Shift length – one minute in duration with an automatic buzzer or whistle sounding to

indicate players change. The clock continues to run throughout the 25-minute half.
§ Both games are synchronized
§ Officials work together to keep the games synchronized.

o Players change on the fly
§ If there are fewer than four players on the bench, the active player designated to

stay out for the following shift must tag up at the bench prior to continuing play.
o There will be two face-offs during the game:

§ The first face-off will start the game.
§ The second face-off will start the second half.

SHIFTS 
o Player shifts are recommended to be one minute in length. A buzzer or whistle will sound to

signal line changes.
o On the buzzer/whistle sounds, players must relinquish control of the puck immediately and

vacate the ice. The new players enter the ice immediately.
o Failure to immediately relinquish control of the puck or new players entering the ice surface

prematurely may result in a penalty (see below) for the offending team.

CHANGE OF POSSESSION 
o Goaltender freezes the puck – the official blows the whistle to indicate the attacking team

backs off and defending team gets possession.
o Puck shot out of play – the offending team backs off and the official gives the non-offending

team a new puck.
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PENALTIES 
o Minor penalties are noted with the official briefly raising their arm to indicate a penalty will

be assessed. At the conclusion of the shift, the official notifies the coach of the infraction
and the number of the offending player.

o If the offending team controls the puck after the infraction, the official blows the whistle
and calls for a change of possession; the non-offending team is given room to play the puck
(three-metre cushion).

o The offending player will sit out the next shift, but the team will play even strength.
o Should an infraction occur that would normally require a player to be ejected from

the game (game misconduct, match penalty or gross misconduct), the player will be
removed from the remainder of that game. Even under these circumstances, teams
will not play shorthanded and no game incident report will be required.




