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Train for hockey so you don't huff and puff through the game

ERNIE SCHRAMAYR
Special to The Hamilton Spectator

(Nov 21, 2008) 

Q: Should I be doing any special workouts as a recreational hockey player in an "old-timers" league?

A: Yes, if you want to stay injury-free, play better, have way more fun and look great doing it.

There is nothing fun about getting hurt or huffing and puffing your way through a game. When your conditioning becomes a nonissue, you become free to actually "play" and become a way more effective player.

Even a great athlete like Sidney Crosby would be ineffective if he were constantly trying to catch his breath or straighten up his aching back.

Yes, you should be doing special workouts for hockey, whether you're playing in the NHL or the local Friday night church league.

As with all sports training, I tend to divide planning into three specific areas: performance, protection and body composition.

For the recreational player, the key goal is to focus on protection. Common hockey injuries include pulled hamstrings, strained lower backs, torn rotator cuffs (shoulders) and sprained knees. Developing a routine to address these areas as part of an off-season strengthening program is important.

If you're exercising three times a week, a simple five-exercise circuit can be used as an active warmup or cool-down to complement your daily training session.

During the season, add in an upper-body pushing exercise, an upper-body pulling exercise and a lower-body squatting exercise to create a routine that you can complete twice per week to maintain strength and fitness while competing in games.

For the more serious player, performance-related drills can be added to a routine four to six weeks before the start of the season. These activities should be specific to the demands of hockey and could even mimic playing a game.

Many of the movements in hockey occur in a flexed forward position (skating) as well as in rotation (shooting). Using a medicine ball to perform a series of side-to-side and up-and-down "chopping" movements can simulate some movements that occur during the game.

Rather than resting between traditional strength-training exercises, go immediately to a chopping movement for active recovery before continuing with the next strength exercise.

Finally, body composition is often a concern for rec hockey players. Simply put, leaner is better. When creating an off-season plan for training, change the focus from heavy lifting for strength and muscle gain to moderate lifting for endurance and, finally, high intensity-low-resistance training for fat burning and to simulate the demands of the game.

If you can adjust your eating to support each of these training phases, you will start the season fit, strong, lean and ready to roll.

Prevention circuit 

Complete the following circuit three times before or after your traditional strength workout.

* Single-arm row: Attach a resistance band in a door jamb with a utility strap. Grab one end of the band at rib height. Without twisting, drive your elbow back, maintaining a stiff core. Complete 15 to 20 reps. Repeat with other arm.


* Bent-over rear lateral raise: Grab a set of light dumbbells and bend forward until your torso is parallel to the floor. With your elbows slightly bent, draw your shoulder blades together while raising the dumbbells upward and finishing with your arms parallel to the floor. Repeat 15 to 20 times.
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* Stiff-leg deadlift: Hold a pair of dumbbells against your thighs. With your knees slightly bent, lean forward, attempting to touch your shoe tops with the dumbbells. Keeping your eyes up, stand straight up without changing the position of your knees. Use a weight that would make it challenging to complete 15 to 20 reps.
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* Exercise-band core rotation: Attach an exercise band in a door jamb with a utility strap. Standing perpendicular to the attachment, hold your arms straight in front of you at rib height. Rotate as if you were taking a baseball swing, keeping the muscles in the core stiff. Repeat for 15 to 20 repetitions. Switch sides.

* Stability-ball hip bridge: Lie on your back with your feet on a stability ball and your knees bent at 45 degrees. With your hands on the floor at your sides for stability, push your hips upward until you feel a muscular contraction in your buttocks and hamstrings. Pause briefly and then lower to the floor. Repeat 15 to 20 times.

In-season exercises 

Warm up with the above circuit and, while you are in hockey season, add each of the following exercises for three sets of 12 to 15 reps twice per week.

* Bench press or pushup: For the bench press, lie on a bench with feet flat on the floor. Grab the barbell with a grip slightly wider than your shoulders. Lower the bar slowly to midchest before pushing up to the starting position. Use a weight that allows you to complete eight to 15 reps.

For the pushup, lie face down on the floor. With your hands shoulder-width apart, push up until your arms are straight and you are on your toes. Lower slowly to touch your chest to the floor before pushing up again. Repeat up to 15 times.

* Lat pulldown: Sitting on a lat pulldown machine, reach up and grasp the pulldown bar with a grip slightly wider than shoulder width. Leaning back slightly, pull the bar to your chest just below the collar bone. Slowly let the bar return to the starting position before pulling down again. Repeat with a weight that allows for eight to 15 reps.

* Dumbbell or barbell squat: Hold either a pair of dumbbells at your side or hold a barbell across the top of your back. Lower yourself to a point where your thighs are parallel to the floor before standing up again.

It helps with balance if you keep your eyes focused on a spot that requires your eyes to stay "up" while you are lowering yourself, thus helping you to maintain proper posture. Use a weight that allows for eight to 15 reps.

Former CFL player Ernie Schramayr has a bachelor's degree in health promotion from Purdue University and owns All Canadian Fitness (allcanadianfitness.com).

