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audience of youth sports lead-
ers from Western New York and 
Southern Ontario, students, and 
members of NU’s Division 1 
hockey team and its ACHA Club 
Hockey program and delivered 
the keynote address, “Re-Imagin-
ing Youth Sports.” He was joined 
by his business partner, Chris 
Price, of LIFE, in a program 
moderated by Dr. Bridget Ni-
land, Ph.D., J.D., dean of Niagara 
University’s College of Hospital-
ity, Sport, and Tourism Manage-
ment. 

In July 2021, Niland, a brilliant 
entrepreneur, coach, administra-
tor and scholar, was convinced 
by NU President the Rev. James 
J. Maher, C.M., to leave an ex-
citing and rewarding position 
of leading Project Play West-
ern New York – an initiative be-
gun by the Ralph C. Wilson, Jr. 
Foundation – to become dean of 
these important majors. She in-
troduced “Cornerstone” as the 
initiative behind this new youth 
sports venture.

LaFontaine began his com-
ments by expressing his sincere 
love for the City of Buffalo, which 
he calls “a community bounded 
by values.”

“What I have always loved 
about Buffalo is its sense of com-
munity and how all of its sports 
connects everyone. I recall walk-
ing through a Wegmans on a 
Sunday afternoon when I was 
playing here, and they were play-
ing the Bills game over the sound 
system,” he said with a smile. 
“The pulse of this community is 
about their sports team. Winning 
is great, and that is why I want 
to come back here and join the 
celebration when the Bills win 
the Super Bowl or the Sabres win 
the Stanley Cup. It will be memo-
rable.”

With the audience hanging on 
his every word, LaFontaine took 
a deep breath and began to get 
serious about why he was there 

and why he and his partner have 
teamed with Niland to ensure 
Cornerstone becomes a reality 
with all sports organizations.

“I wish all the kids who play 
sports today play for the love of 
the game,” he said. “We are los-
ing so many kids at age 13 in all 
sports, and that is not right. We 
want to retain kids in sports, be-
cause sports gives kids a great 
opportunity to fail in a safe envi-
ronment, so they can get up and 
continue playing without anyone 
judging them.”

LaFontaine credits hockey for 
shaping his values in life that 
began at home, but were built 
through hockey. He is a huge 
advocate for sports helping an 
athlete build their life skills while 
developing character.
‘Declaration of Principles’
After pointing out that just 

1/5th of 1% of young players 
make it to the NHL, 2% play at 
the college level and 1% receive a 
full scholarship, he explained, “If 
you are a parent or a coach, what 
do you want? I want my child to 
be well rounded, successful and 
happy. The value sports gives 
us is right there, but we must 

change the conversation from 
‘You must win’ and ‘You must get 
a college scholarship’ to fi nding a 
way each kid can be the best they 
can be. If we put all kids at the 
right age level and allow them to 
develop, physically and emotion-
ally, we will never go wrong.”

LaFontaine talked about what 
he and Price helped facilitate over 
several years in hockey that re-
sulted in the game’s “Declaration 
of Principles” on Sept. 17, 2017. 
LaFontaine, now a consultant to 
the NHL, convinced the league 
to bring together representatives 
from all levels of hockey from 
youth to junior to college to club 
to international to professional 
and, after meeting for twice a 
year for a few years, they created 
the “Declaration of Principles,” 
which LaFontaine believes could 
be used in any sport. 

The principles state:
√ We believe hockey should be 

an enjoyable experience for all 
stakeholders – the organization, 
players, parents, siblings, coach-
es, referees, volunteers and rink 
operators, who all play a role in 
this effort. “You must embrace 
everyone at every level,” LaFon-

taine said.
√ We believe hockey’s greatest 

value is the role it plays in the de-
velopment of character and life 
skills. “Losing is great – get the 
spotlight off the elite and look at 
the game in a new way,” he said.

√ We believe all hockey orga-
nizations, regardless of size or 
level of competition, bring value 
to players and their families in 
their ability to deliver a positive 
family experience. “ ‘All we can 
do as coaches and players is to 
inspire, infl uence, and create a 
positive environment,’ is what a 
fi rst-grade teacher once told me,” 
LaFontaine said.

√ We believe physical activity 
is important for a healthy body, 
mind and spirit.

√ We believe there are signifi -
cant benefi ts of youth partici-
pants in multiple sports.

√ We believe hockey programs 
should be age-appropriate for 
all players, accounting for every 
individual’s physical, emotional, 
cognitive development.

√ We believe in great value in 
all forms of hockey, both on and 
off the ice.

√ We believe all hockey pro-
grams should provide a safe, 
positive, inclusive environment 
by players, families and adminis-
trators.

Planting a Cornerstone
“Cornerstone is a project that 

actually grew out of Project Play 
WNY and started by the Ralph C 
Wilson, Jr. Foundation,” Niland 
explained. “It was developed by a 
group of coaches from youth, col-
lege, high school, and even pro-
fessional sports teams. The work 
began in 2018 with Project Play 
WNY and then it followed me to 
Niagara University in 2021 to be 
developed into a formal program, 
now known as Cornerstone. It in-
cludes in-person sessions, online 
learning, and a mobile app for 
messaging.”

She added: “Cornerstone re-
mains in the early adopter phase 
as we are trying to meet with 
as many organizations from the 
various parts of WNY that serve 

diverse populations to get their 
feedback so we can be inclu-
sive of all different perspectives 
and situations. We plan to con-
tinue in the early adopter phase 
throughout this spring, and we 
will use the summer to refi ne 
the program based on the feed-
back we’ve received from early 
adopters. We will start another 
season of Cornerstone in the 
fall with those revised materi-
als.

“Cornerstone pushes back 
against the current behavior 
of what we are used to with 
sports,” Niland added. “Corner-
stone is fun, safe, and delivers 
lifetime values.”

Saturday’s session was the 
seventh Cornerstone presenta-
tion to various audiences.

Essentially, the premise be-
hind Cornerstone is how sports 

leagues, coaches, parents and 
players look at sports today. It is 
changing the landscape of how 
sports was when many of the 
coaches and the players today 
grew up. Since 2019, Niland has 
included LaFontaine and Price 
in developing this exciting, and 
much-needed concept.

“When I was with Project Play 
WNY, we learned about Pat La-
Fontaine’s ‘Declaration of Prin-
ciples’ for all of hockey, and that 
is when we began talking. It has 
been a natural fi t,” she said.

Continued Support
“Pat has been a tremendous 

source of support and infl uence 
in the development of Corner-
stone,” Niland added. “Clearly, 
his success as an athlete and 
later as a humanitarian captures 
both the 360 degrees of what 
parents hope sports will bring 
to their children’s lives. Not only 
has Pat excelled as an athlete and 
reached the highest level of play, 
but he has also learned the im-
portant lifelong values that only 
sports can teach a child.”

LaFontaine commended Ni-
land on what she and NU are 
doing with Cornerstone, and he 
committed his and Price’s sup-
port. 

“We need better thinking when 
it comes to sports, and we need 
to be inspiring an entire commu-
nity with these values,” he said.

Before departing, LaFontaine 
left the audience with his per-
sonal 3 Es:

√ Show up with energy.
√ Execute the game plan.
√ Earn it.
“The game still lives inside of 

me,” LaFontaine said as a smile 
crossed his faced before he 
made his way to the table with 
NU hockey players for an intense 
Q&A.

Niland said, “Given his gener-
ous spirit, Pat also made time to 
visit with those two groups of stu-
dent athletes to share more spe-
cifi c guidance/advice for them 
as they navigate college hockey. 
He also inspired them to get in-
volved in Cornerstone as men-
tors to younger athletes in the 
community.”

This event began the annual 
Sports Summit, which continued 
with a Pegula Sports & Enter-
tainment sales and ticketing sym-
posium, a “Niagara University 
Night at the Sabres” game and 
the SMA dinner basketball tour-
nament.

For more information, visit 
https://bit.ly/NU_SportsSum-
mit.

LaFontaine shares ‘Declaration of Principles’ with students
Continued from Page 1

Pat LaFontaine addresses the audience. • Dr. Bridget Niland, Ph.D., J.D. (Photos courtesy of Thomas J. Burns, 
Niagara University)
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