
What is a Hockey Director (Even Though I’m Not One) 
By Tom Gullen, Superintendent of Facilities, Winnetka Park District 

 

When John Dunne, President of the Amateur Hockey 
Association of Illinois, asked me to write this article I said I’d 
be happy to, BUT you do realize I am not a Hockey Director? 
He said, “Roll with it,” so here I go. 

My actual title with The Winnetka Park District is 
Superintendent of Facilities, running and managing Golf, 
Tennis, Paddle, and Ice facilities. But what I also do is play a 
role with the Winnetka Hockey Club; coach, ice scheduler, 
tournament coordinator, and sort of the person who knows 
what needs to be done and when it needs to happen. D.J. 
LaVarre is our Hockey Director.  

I think the role of the Hockey Director will vary based on the 
program and relationship with the facilities in which they skate, 
as well as the personality and strengths of the Hockey 
Director. In many of the Park District rinks like Glenview, 
Skokie, and Winnetka, there is a close relationship between 
the club and the Park District because the Park District runs 
the House League. So it serves both groups to have a close 

relationship to build a strong program. It is important to have a very close relationship with your core 
hockey programs because they are your lifeblood; without the Winnetka Hockey Club our facility would 
not be successful. In other rinks, the hockey programs are entirely separate groups and the Hockey 
Director must build a Learn to Skate Program, a House League, and a Travel Program.  

Tryouts 

To me, the hardest part of the Hockey Director’s job is the tryout process. He must balance his 
perspective with that of the coach, manage the process but not micro-manage the process, give the 
coach input but not tell him/her who to pick, and then be there afterwards to deal with parents who feel 
their child has been wronged. The thing that I think most parents have a difficult time with is that a tryout 
process from a coach/hockey director perspective is not personal. We make decisions that we think will 
benefit our team. To a parent, all too frequently it becomes, “you screwed my kid”. I have not met a 
coach in 30 years that wanted to screw a kid. Actually, what we do want is to place your child on the 
team where he/she will have the best chance of succeeding. Hockey is not like golf, swimming, or track, 
where your score proves to validate your decision. Hockey team selection is based on various roles 
and positions within a team. After the tryouts, the Hockey Director must be the sympathetic but firm 
voice of the club that deals with the disgruntled.  

Philosophy of the Club 

After tryouts, the role of the director is to manage the club according to the club’s board. I’ve never 
been one of those mission statement people, but really if you follow your club’s mission, you will be 
successful. Is it your philosophy to attract players from other programs in order to win, or do you wish 
to develop your own players? Central States or NIHL? Internal house league or travel house? These 
are all areas that the Hockey Director must provide direction on.  

 

 



House League 

Where every program starts is with the House League. I really believe in that pyramid thing we learned 
in college; if we build a strong base through learn to skate and house league the travel program will 
take care of itself. So to me, the foundation of every program must be House League; giving all kids 
the skills to enjoy the game, providing a fair and equal environment, being visible both on the ice and 
in the rink so that your newest customers know who you are. Managing on ice skills and practices for 
coaches who are well intended but might not have the experience. And lastly, finding a way to bridge 
the gap to your travel program in a way that both can succeed with.  

Be the Best Coach 

I look around the north shore and many of the Hockey Directors are also their clubs Mite AA coach; DJ 
here, Kenny Johnson at Ice Dogs, Sylvain Turcotte at Glenview, Tommy Miller at Falcons, and so on. 
There’s a reason for that. DJ is our best coach. The Mite AA team sort of charts the future for your club. 
If they have a good experience your club will succeed for years; if you fail there your club will be in 
trouble. When I coached our Squirt AA team I knew the kids off of DJ’s Mite AA teams would be both 
skilled and understand how to play the game.  

So to me a Hockey Director must be a great team coach, and be able to coach a diverse group of skills 
and ages; for example DJ has coached Bantam AA, Squirt AA, our 5th Squirt team, and our 3rd Mite 
team. A good Hockey Director can make those kids better. 

Coaching the Coaches 

This is another tricky thing that a Hockey Director must do. Your club has 20 teams or more. You must 
manage 20 coaches. You don’t tell them how to coach, but you do provide a broad philosophy of how 
to run your team. You make sure that coaches are organized when they are running practices. You 
make sure kids aren’t sitting at the end of the bench in an October game. In general every coach is the 
employee of the Hockey Director, and in turn the Hockey Director provides the resources (ice, assistant 
coaches, skill development, specialized training) to help the coach succeed.  

Jack of All Trades, Master of None 

On the wall of Cortney Miller, who is our Head Golf Professional, there is a poster. On that poster from 
the P.G.A. it has all the roles that a PGA professional must play ranging instructing kids to managing a 
facility and on and on. It is not as simple as it looks. And it is long.  

A Golf Professional is much like a Hockey Director. So in addition to coaching, you must run skills, put 
together schedules for teams, manage outside instructors, manage ice time, run tournaments, take 
phone calls from disgruntled parents, deal with coaches that are having issues, put out fires when 
teams aren’t winning (and let’s not kid ourselves: if your team wins the coach is great; if it is losing it’s 
the coaches fault), you must attend league and board meetings, and so on. It’s a little bit more involved 
than most realize.  

Grow the Game 

Let’s face it, without players a Hockey program won’t have money to pay a director. So, they must 
attract new people to your program and retain existing players. Your Hockey Director is the primary 
person who can bring new Mites into your program and make them into long term participants.  

 

 

 



Be the Face of your Club 

Woody Allen said “90% of life is just showing up.” In many senses that is true of what a Hockey Director 
must do. He cannot coach every team, but what he can do is be seen by every team in the club. He 
can make sure your lowest travel teams have the same experience as the top ones. He can watch how 
teams play, how coaches coach, and how the parents on a team are acting. The Hockey Director must 
be the face of your club and must make the (paying) customer happy, just like any other business. You 
go to a restaurant and see the owner, and if the food and service are great you will return…conversely 
if your constituents do not see the Hockey Director, it doesn’t look good.  

I am sure I am missing many other roles that a Hockey Director must play, but I will say the position is 
not an easy as many think it is.   


