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Fourth in a five-part series.
The story of Wayne Gretzky spending countless hours on a backyard skating rink built by his father is a familiar one. But when he
was a kid, one of the best parts of the year was when the snow finally melted and he could put his equipment away and pick up a
baseball bat or lacrosse stick.
“I was absolutely ecstatic to see the end of the hockey season,” Gretzky told the National Post in
2000. “One of the worst things to happen to the game, in my opinion, has been year-round hockey
and, in particular, summer hockey. All it does for kids, as far as I can tell, is keep them out of sports
they should be doing in the warmer weather.”

Part III: Raising the next
great hockey star comes
with a heavy price tag
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Gretzky is not alone. Brendan Shanahan took a break from hockey by spending the summer playing
lacrosse. Hal Gill was a highly regarded high school quarterback. Daniel and Henrik Sedin excelled
at soccer. And Jarome Iginla was the starting catcher on Canada’s national junior baseball team.
But multiple-sport athletes are becoming a thing of the past, as more and more young players are
being pressured to play hockey year-round and even during the school day at sports academies.
“I just talked to a guy who said, ‘Wayne Gretzky’s dad used to throw his equipment in the attic at
the end of spring and get it out at the end of September,'” said Robb Nelson, owner and managing
director at PEAC School for Elite Athletes. “Try doing that today and see what the kid looks like in
September. He might be athletic, because he’s running and swimming and doing everything else.
But is he better at his sport? I doubt it.”
At PEAC, students spend one-and-a-half hours per day performing drills on the ice and another
hour of off-ice hockey specific training. In addition, they receive three more hours per week of ice
time. Because 99 per cent of the students also play Triple-A hockey, Nelson estimates that they are
putting in 25 hours per week in some form of hockey training.
It does not end there. Once the season is over, summer hockey begins and along with it, more
private lessons and off-ice hockey-specific training.

In the beginning, the costs were
nominal. Vince Duchene spent
$300 on an introductory learn-toskate program and $1,400 on
registration and equipment for his
son’s first year in organized hockey.
But with every rung that Matt
Duchene climbed on his way to
becoming a pro, the costs jumped
accordingly.
Soon, Duchene was spending
upwards of $22,000 per year to
cover everything from tournament
fees and spring hockey leagues to
personal trainers and stickhandling
development lessons. Not to
mention the many one-piece
composite sticks his son broke in a
year, at about $200-$300 each.
“It’s unbelievable how much money
you can spend just on equipment,”
says Duchene.
It was several years ago, after Matt
Duchene had been drafted third
overall in the NHL and was earning
a salary of more than US$4 million
as a forward with the Colorado
Avalanche, that his father took out
a calculator and added up just how
much he had invested into his son’s
hockey career.
Read more…

Young athletes prone to growth centre injuries
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As a result, hockey players have probably never been fitter than they are today. But what is it doing to their bodies — and their
minds?
“We had a goalie where every time his parents thought he had a bad game, the next day they had the kid on the ice with a private
instructor,” said Stacey Jenkins, a former minor hockey team manager whose 19-year-old son Kyle is a seventh-round pick for the
Carolina Hurricanes. “At the end of the day, this kid had knee problems. It was overkill.
“Parents look at their kids as investments and at some point they want some payback. I think that’s why you sometimes see some
issues with parents and they become ornery, because they are investing a huge amount of money.”

Related
Making the grade: Athletic academies across Canada try to strike a balance between hockey and homework
Buying into the dream: Hockey academies a growing trend, with costs surpassing $50,000 a year
Investments do not always mature as you want them to. Kids quit hockey. Some develop health problems that are normally
associated with adults.
“Training programs are kind of getting to be insane with the expectations on young athletes, the hours per week that they’re being
asked to train and the trauma they’re putting their bodies through at such a young age,” said Dr. Douglas Stoddard, medical director
at the Sports & Exercise Medicine Institute in Toronto. “We are seeing injuries at a younger age that we (normally) didn’t see until an
older age.”
“I see a general decrease in athleticism,” said Matt Nichol, a former Toronto Maple Leafs strength and conditioning coach who now
trains NHLers such as Tyler Seguin and Mike Cammalleri. “I think the best successful hockey players that I’ve worked with were also
tremendous athletes. They were guys who could have played professionally in other sports. From a performance standpoint, the
broader the base of their athleticism from a young age, the greater their skill acquisition will be at a later age.”
Nichol, who recently did some consulting work with the Russian Ice Hockey Federation, said European players have a history of
playing multiple sports. The reason is two-fold: to avoid mentally burning out and to rest muscles that have become overworked.
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Douglas Stoddard, a sports medicine physician at SEMI in Toronto, explains some of the common sportsrelated injuries young athletes face.
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Graham Runciman

“I’m not an idiot,” said Nichol. “If you want to be good at hockey, you have to practise hockey. But the old Russian sports school
system, which Alex Mogilny was a product of, stuff like volleyball and basketball was mandatory because it worked on leg power and
conditioning. They didn’t care about having fun or making kids well rounded, they just thought it made better hockey players.
“Skating is an unnatural motion. The human body is not designed to put skates on or smash into people. We are designed to run and
jump and move. Doing that without having other activities to balance it out, you’re definitely going to see overuse injuries like hip
labral tears and sports hernias.”
Still, Nichol understands that telling parents that letting their kids play squash will make him a better hockey player is a tough sell.
Especially when sports school administrators, like Nelson, are telling those same parents, “Max Domi was here all summer doing
private lessons and semi-private lessons.”
“It’s all peer pressure,” said Nichol. “I think a lot of parents, in their hearts they know it doesn’t make a lot of sense, but they figure ‘if
everyone else is doing it, am I putting my kid at a disadvantage by not playing him all year long?'”
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