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PRACTICE/INSTRUCTION: 

 
Every child will improve their skating with practice and some knowledgeable instruction by their 
coach or skating instructor.  This is common sense and most parents don’t need to be educated in 
this area. 
 

SKATE MECHANICS: 

 
Skate mechanics (setup) can become almost as technical as the setup of a racing car.  In fact the 
desire of both is to obtain maximum speed, balance, agility and handling.  It is these technical 
aspects of the skate (setup) that most parents lack knowledge about.  This however, is as equally 
important as practice/instruction is to the child’s skating development.  
 
It is not the best skate that will make your child the best skater.  It is making sure that the skates 
they have are properly maintained and have the necessary requirements to provide them with the 
tools to obtain skating efficiencies.  The following are individual items on your child’s skates that 
should be checked in order to make sure the skate they are using is suitable for them and their 
improvement. 
 

BOOT SIZE/STABILITY: 

 
Skates should always be properly fitted. Skates that are too tight or too loose will negatively 
affect your child’s skating ability.  Have your child put their foot in the skate and push their toes 
as far to the front of the boot as they can. If there is more than a finger width space at the heel 
than the skates are too big.  Check for skate width fitting also. Some children have extra wide feet 
and would need wider than regular skates for proper fit. If the skate is bulging out along the sides 
when laced up and you can see the contour of you child’s foot then they need extra wide skates.    
 
The boot stability of the skates can easily be checked by holding the skate by the ankle and try to 
bend it over.  If you can, or if it is too flexible, then the skate is ready for the garbage, as it is not 
providing the child with the necessary support.  Parents tend to over-compensate for this by tying 
the skates tighter than they should be. This doesn’t help as it just cuts off the circulation to the 
child’s foot. Most, newer skates now provide very good support for the skater but always make 
this a necessary condition when choosing new skates. 

 

SKATE LACES: 

 
All new skates come with cloth laces. It is highly recommended that you replace them with wax 
laces. Wax laces lock in place once you tighten them which, means you don’t have skates that 
become loose over the course of usage and parents don’t have to re-tighten skates.  Never wrap 
skate laces around your child’s ankle when tying their skates. This leads to a loss of circulation 
and what’s called heavy foot.  The child’s feet will feel heavier and in turn, results in them 
moving slower on their skates. Proper tightening requires that laces are left loose near the toe area 



of the boot and tied firmly up around the ankle area. Do not pull the laces too tight around the toe 
area as this will lead to the foot feeling cold and heavy. Remove longer than necessary laces and 
replace them with the appropriate size. 

 

SKATE BLADES: 

 
All new type skate blades are comparable when they are new.  (Please be advised that blades do 

not come exactly identical from the manufacturer. This is something that must be addressed 

and will be discussed later in this article.)  It is what happens to the skate blade after the skate 
comes out of the box that can have negative effects on the child’s skating performance.  Bad 
sharpening is paramount in ruining a blade.  All it takes is one bad job and you can throw the 
child’s balance out of whack.  Most children can’t communicate this properly and the parent just 
shrugs it off as their child being a poor skater.  I see many children attempting to skate on what I 
call banana blades.  This is where the blade has been poorly sharpened to the point that the blade 
is a continuous arc. There is very little toe or heel blade left. The child is practically skating on 
plastic when they try to turn. It would be like you trying to drive your car on your rims after 
removing the tires. Very little control or speed! Properly maintained skate blades should have full 
toe and heel portions with a little curvature. The middle should be flat with the proper radius for 
the user. We will discuss radius later. Remember the acceleration/speed from a skate blade is 
obtained from the middle of the blade to the toe of the blade. Turning capabilities are obtained 
from the middle of the skate blade to the heel of the blade. If either of these areas has been 
ground down due to improper sharpening, you are putting your child at a disadvantage when it 
comes to skating efficiencies.  Proper maintenance of the blade is also required. This includes 
drying them off after use as rust and corrosion will build up and diminish performance. Proper 
fitting blade guards will also protect against nicks and burrs obtained from bumping against other 
equipment in the hockey bag or during general storage. Insoles should be removed after each use 
as this allows for proper drying of the foot bed and avoids rivets becoming prematurely loose. 
Please see fig.1 & fig. 2 below for proper blade appearance. 
 

 

 
fig. 1 – banana  – improper blade              fig. 2 -proper blade 

 
 

 



SKATE BLADE CONTOURING: 

 
This is a process where an identical contour (rocker) is ground onto both skate blades by your 
local skate professional.  Unless this process has been completed on your child’s blades there is a 
pretty strong chance that their blades are not absolutely identical. This applies to brand new 
skates also.  This process is most beneficial to children between the ages of 5 &12 as this is the 
stage of their early skating development. Proper setup of their skates can improve their mechanics 
enormously during this development stage and lead to maximum skating efficiency as they grow 
older. The process should be redone once a year if your child’s skates are being sharpened often, 
(More than 8 times a year.) as over time sharpening will distort the contour. Especially a bad 
skate sharpening which can ruin a contour with one sharpen. A proper contour set onto your 
child’s blades based on their stature/age/size/position will have a huge impact on their skating 
ability as it can enhance their balance, speed, agility, turning capabilities on their skates. 
Choosing the right contour for your child is based on experience, consultation and 
experimentation.  There are many variations to choose from.  Make sure you always get and 
record the settings from the skate professional whom performs the skate contouring on your 
child’s skate as this makes it easier to make any adjustments should any be needed.  Many of the 
parents will advise that they have had there child’s blades contoured but aren’t sure of the 
settings.  It makes it easier to assess and adjust the results if the settings are known instead of 
guessing.  Most skate shops will put a sticker on the bottom of the sole identifying contour 
settings.  If they don’t, please ask them to.  The process of skate contouring has several different 
components.  The following are a breakdown of these components and how to choose from them. 
 

APEX:  

 
This is the center of the radius on the skate blade.  Almost always the apex will be the center of 
the skate blade and it should always be the center of the blade for children. 
 

RADIUS: 

 
This is the arc that is ground into the blades via contouring. It is a gentle curvature of the blade 
based on the radius specified. It is barely visible but can be demonstrated by putting the skate 
blade on a hard, level surface and sliding thin paper under the front and back portion of the blade 
until the paper will slide no further. This displays the amount of the blade that is touching the ice 
when the skater is standing upright.  The more blade touching the ice, the faster you can skate.  
Less blade touching the ice and mobility is improved. It has to be a happy medium for the skater 
based on their style and what they desire most. Speed or mobility.  Radiuses come in the 
following settings: 7mm,9,11,13,15 for regular hockey skates.  It is generally suggested that 
children 12 or under use either a 11mm or 13mm radius depending on their age/size/skate size. 
These settings will provide the child with more blade to surface contact and thus a more stable 
balance point on the ice. 

 
 

 



 

LEAN/PITCH: 

 
Lean and pitch are basically the same thing when it comes to skate contouring.  The lean of the 
blade is basically how far the blade tilts you forward on your skates. (There is more metal 
thickness at the back then the front of the blade.) Too much lean and you will feel like you are 
falling forwards when skating and will end up with short choppy strides.  Too little lean and your 
knees will lock and provide for slow acceleration and awkward reverse of motion when skating.  
Common lean settings are neutral, 1/32 and 1/64 of an inch forward. Beginner skaters are usually 
suggested that they start with a neutral so that they can balance themselves properly.  Skates that 
have not been contoured could have two different lean settings on the blades.  Can you imagine 
the extra effort you child would have to expend should they have one skate leaning forward and 
one leaning backwards. Brand new skates sometimes come with a reverse lean, which in effect 
means that you are skating uphill. Most skaters will go with the 1/64 lean and adjust if necessary 
after experimentation. 

 

HOLLOW: 

 
Skate blades have 4 edges to be sharpened and properly squared during the sharpening process. 
Blades that haven’t been squared properly will have the child falling over or slipping, as the blade 
isn’t square to the ice.  The hollow is the groove that is placed on the bottom of the blade during 
sharpening.  The deeper the hollow/groove, the sharper the skate and vice versa.  Overly sharp 
skates aren’t necessary a good thing. For one they slow you down, as you don’t glide across the 
ice as easily.  Speed with skating requires that water accumulate under the blade. The deeper 
(sharper blade) the hollow the less water will that will remain under your blade when skating 
which, translates into less speed and increased fatigue.  With a shallower hollow, more water 
accumulates under the blades and allows for a more effortless glide, which translates into more 
speed, less fatigue. Common hollows that are used are 3/8, 1/2, 9/16, 5/8 and 3/4 of an inch. 
Recommended for children is a 5/8 hollow as it allows for a happy medium in sharpness and 
glide. 
 

SUMMARY: 
 
Proper skate fit and setup plays a large role in your child’s skating development. It is well worth 
the extra time and expense to have your child properly fitted by a skate professional at a reputable 
hockey shop. Stores such as Just Hockey offer profiling ($25) and 5 sharpens ($6 each) as part of 
buying new skates. This can easily offset the money saved buying skates at Canadian Tire. 

 

Good first time setups for kids are:  

11 neutral radius (profile) with a 5/8 hollow or 

13 neutral radius (profile) with a 5/8 or a 3/4 hollow 

 

At the very least, try sharpening your child’s skates with a 5/8 in hollow, instead of 

the standard 1/2.   It will give you’re your child better glide and a feel for their 

edges. 


