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I. Introduction  

 

Northern Nevada Football Officials Association mechanics are the product of 

many years of tradition, developed from a combination of numerous officiating materials 

as well as tips and guidelines that were originally passed down verbally between multiple 

generations of officials. Occasionally certain mechanics and officiating philosophy tips 

had been provided as handouts at annual clinics and meetings.  While a great majority of 

this information is truly invaluable, in 2006 the NNFOA Board decided to compile this 

comprehensive guide to provide for greater consistency and continuity.   

Pre-game conferences have always been used for newer officials and veterans 

alike to deliberate the finer points of the associationôs mechanics and philosophies. While 

this time should obviously be used to ensure that the crew will perform its job functions 

as coherently as possible during the game, it is not the time to be debating the perceived 

differences in fundamental mechanics that should have already been agreed upon prior to 

the start of the season. 

The intent of the NNFOA Administrative and Mechanics manual is to merge and 

streamline the many sources of philosophical and mechanics material, thereby 

eliminating confusion and a great deal of discussion by creating a single point of 

reference that all members may utilize throughout their affiliation with this organization. 

Newer members will have the opportunity to study and learn a single set of NNFOA 

mechanics from the outset, while experienced officials will have the ability to review and 

reinforce the same information that is being taught by the crew chiefs. 

As always, it is at the discretion of each crew chief to instruct his crew as to the 

unique and individual techniques that they would like to see followed throughout the 

season; however, unless these are kept to a minimum, publishing a single document such 

as this is pointless. Therefore, as mechanics are updated as agreed upon by the crew chief 

staff, every attempt will be made to incorporate these changes into a single document. 

This manual will serve such a purpose in order to maintain continuity as members work 

with various crews throughout their NNFOA officiating career. 

It should go without saying that input and suggestions are not limited only to the 

crew chiefs, although the association bylaws state that they do in fact approve the final 

changes to any of our mechanics. Therefore, if any member feels that a specific mechanic 

or set of mechanics needs to be addressed, they are advised to contact their crew chief to 

discuss the proposed change. The crew chief will then determine whether it should be 

brought to the attention of the other crew chiefs for consideration. 

Finally, it should be understood that this manual is a work in progress; each year, 

new experiences on the field, as well as turn over in the leadership of our organization 

will bring in new ideas, evolving philosophies, and new rules.  As such changes are 

accepted by the crew chiefs as well as the football commissioner and the NNFOA Board,  

they will continue to review and edit the entire manual by adding, deleting and modifying 

each section as needed, and each member will receive updates as they are approved.  

In conclusion, the Executive Board as well as the entire crew chief staff sincerely 

hope that all members will find this to be an invaluable resource. 
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II. Basic Mechanics 

 
Counting Players 

 
Counting players prior to each downðhowever tedious and redundant it may 

seemðis one of the most important duties that football officials have during a game. 

There is no excuse for a single down to be started with a team having more than the legal 

number of players on the field. By rule, if a down starts with more than 11 players, it is a 

live-ball Illegal Participation foul (9-6-4-c) that carries a 15-yard penalty from the 

previous spot. As always, it is the primary responsibility of each team to ensure that no 

more than the legal number of players are on the field at the snap; however, whenever 

possible officials should take advantage of Rule 3-7ðIllegal Substitution, which carries a 

5-yard dead ball foul penalty whenever any replaced playerðoffense or defenseðdoes 

not leave the field within 3 seconds of being replaced. Note that this rule states nothing 

with regard to ñbreaking the huddle with 12.ò It is up to the calling official to observe 

substitutions and determine at which point a substituted player needs to leave the field.  

This is not a rule to use in an overly technical manner; but it is one that should be used to 

effectively prevent either team from starting a play with 12 players, as well as to prevent 

a team from using substitutions to deceive their opponent. 

Avoid the temptation to alert a team at any level as to the potentially illegal 

number of players prior to a scrimmage down; however, it is generally accepted as 

preventive officiating if the Back Judge in a 5-Man crew and the Line Judge in a 4-Man 

crew advises the kicker that his team does not have the proper number of players on the 

field before handing him the ball to start a free-kick down. 

Finally, each official should be able to mentally count players without pointing 

or using any other non-verbal signal that conveys the fact that an official is definitely 

counting. Many officials choose to count in groups of 3 or 4 as counting 11 players 

individually is generally considered to be too time-consuming and leads to inadvertently 

and/or involuntarily pointing out each player with the hand or finger. 

 

Counting duties are as follows: 

 

5-Man Crew 

 

   Scrimmage 

 R, U: Offense (Team A)  

BJ: Defense (Team B) 

LM, LJ: Team from respective Sideline 

 

   Free Kick 

HL, LJ, BJ: Kicking Team (Team K) 

R, U: Receiving Team (Team R) 
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4-Man Crew 

 

   Scrimmage 

R: Offense (Team A) 

U: Defense (Team B) 

HL, LJ: Team from respective Sideline 

      Free Kick 

HL, LJ: Kicking Team (Team K) 

R, U: Receiving Team (Team R) 

 

Officials shall signal to each other that they have 11 players by using a closed fist 

signal (See supplemental signal #3). 10 or fewer players is signaled by placing both 

palms on the thighs or held out with all 10 fingers pointed downward. If an official needs 

help counting or is in need of a recount, a ñsquirrel-cageò signal is used (Supplemental 

signal #4). If a team has more than the legal number of players on the field, then a penalty 

flag is tossed per the guidelines discussed above. Additionally, during the pregame 

conference, officials may choose to agree upon a verbal signal for any or all player 

counting scenarios. 

 

Ball Relay 
Few things look more comical to a stadium full of fans, and is more detrimental to 

the image of integrity and professionalism of an officiating crew, than a ball relay system 

(or lack thereof) that has officials chasing a bouncing football all over the field, while the 

teams and coaches are waiting for the crew to retrieve and spot it. Conversely, few 

procedures make a crew look more precise and professional than being able to relay the 

ball to the previous or succeeding spot in a timely and accurate manner. 

Generally speaking, any official on the throwing end must make positive eye 

contact with the crewmember on the receiving end. Additionally, all footballs are to be 

relayed using an underhand technique and must be limited to 15-20 yards. Furthermore, 

care must be taken not to toss the ball in such a manner that the sun blinds the recipient 

during day games. In inclement weather, officials must use their best judgment as to 

whether to directly hand the ball from one to another instead of tossing it. 

Depending on their position, each official has certain responsibilities to ensure a 

successful ball relay system. First, Umpires must be willing to move outside of the hash 

marks to retrieve a ball, especially if the flank official is holding a critical spot, though 

efficient use of cross-field mechanics minimizes the need for a single flank to hold a spot 

for very long. Likewise, flank officials must not leave a spot to retrieve a ball. Dropping a 

beanbag in order to retrieve is generally considered bad form and should be avoided if at 

all possible. In a 4-Man crew, it is the primary responsibility of the Referee to relay the 

ball from the flanks to the Umpire. In a 5-Man crew, the Back Judge may handle this 

duty most of the time, but it is recommended that he coordinate with the Referee as to 

who will retrieve the ball when plays are blown dead in the side zones near the line of 

scrimmage. 

When there is a long incomplete pass, all officials must hustle and become 

involved in the relay as best as possible. It is recommended that the Umpire handle 



   7 

Rev. 6ð2011 

spotting the ball on every play, and therefore the Referee should move to the defensive 

side of the field if necessary in order to hand or toss the ball back to the Umpire who will 

set the ball at the previous spot. 

On rare occasions, especially during wet weather, two or more balls may be 

rotated on every other play or as play permits. In this case, the ball from the previous play 

shall be placed on the ground by the flank official while the Referee or Back Judge relays 

in the next ball. When the Umpire spots the new ball off of the old one, the flank official 

may then flip the ball to the ballboy on the sideline. 

Even when a single ball is being used, it is good form for flank officials to always 

place the ball on the ground at the forward progress spot while waiting for the Umpire to 

take their spot. This creates the perception of objective spots that are not altered 

unintentionally or otherwise during the dead-ball period. 

 

Forward Progress/Cross-field Mechanics/Squaring up 

 
Forward Progress 

 Although to the average spectator, forward progress seems more like guesswork 

rather than an exact science, the actual rule (2-15-1, 2) is quite objective and 

straightforward. When a runner is declared down by rule and the down is over, the 

covering official shall mark the spot of the foremost part of the ball in the runnerôs 

possession when it became dead by rule. Additionally, if an airborne player possesses 

(catches) a ball and is subsequently contacted by a defender, whether or not he lands out 

of bounds, the forward progress spot is determined by the location of the foremost part of 

the ball when he was initially contacted. 

It is also important to note that if forward progress is deemed to have ended and 

the ball declared dead by rule prior to a player being contacted or driven out of bounds, 

that the covering official signals that the game clock should continue to run by using 

Signal (S2). If an official deems the forward progress ended inbounds and the line-to-gain 

was crossed, the covering official shall use signal (S2) twice, followed by the timeout 

signal (S3). 

When marking forward progress, the covering flank official shall move parallel to 

the sideline, and then move in at a 90-degree angle and stop (standing naturally) when the 

dead ball spot is determined, using the downfield foot slightly forward as the actual point 

of the foremost part of the ball for the succeeding spot. The flank official need not 

proceed toward the middle of the field more than halfway to the 9-yard marks, unless it is 

necessary to sell a spot that is close to an important line, such as a goal line or the line-to-

gain. Additionally, flank officials should never come in closer than widest player to mark 

progress. This is more important to remember when flanks ñpinchò to mark important 

spots. 

Additionally, if a flank does not have the spot, slowly walk backward and notify 

the Umpire by directing him to take the spot from the other flank official. However, this 

should only be the case in rare circumstances as both flanks need to mark forward 

progress using cross field ómirroringô mechanics (described below). At a minimum, both 

flanks need to be conscious of the fact that at least one flank must have forward progress 

at some point shortly after the down ends, even if this entails closing in quickly to find 

the ball. 
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 If the spot involves either goal line, it is imperative that if the flank official deems 

the ball to be clearly out of Team Aôs end zoneði.e., not a safetyðor deems the ball to 

be clearly short of Team Bôs end zoneði.e., not a touchdownðthat he proceed inward 

clearly in the field of play while selling the progress spot. 

 

Cross-field Mechanics 

 The Cross-field mechanic technique is a very simple, yet elegant and useful tool 

that takes very little additional effort and allows the flank officials and Umpire a means 

of redundancy and efficiency far greater than if only one flank were responsible for a 

spot. Simply stated, the off-side official squares up and ómirrorsô the covering flankôs 

forward progress spot. If discussed and communicated during the pregame conference, 

this not only allows the original covering official the ability to release to obtain the ball or 

attend to player activity as he knows that is spot is marked, but also allows the Umpire to 

move well outside of the hash marks, retrieve the ball, and not have to turn around again 

and face the covering official in order to set the ball. Instead, he can take the spot off the 

far flank when moving into position back toward the hash mark. 

 

Squaring-up 

 Another forward progress technique that appears very professional is ósquaring-

up,ô or moving in at a 90-degree angle to mark progress after trailing the play parallel to 

the sideline. During many plays from scrimmage, flank officials do not move very far up-

or downfield; however, there are some plays that sweep into the flank officialôs side zone. 

When covering these plays the flank official should step into the offensive backfield, let 

the play progress in front of them, and observe the ensuing action from a trailing position. 

Once the ball is declared dead, they continue to move to the forward progress spot 

parallel to the sideline and then proceed at a right angle toward the dead-ball spot.  

 

Spotting the ball 

 
The Umpire has the primary responsibility for spotting the football on or between 

the hash marks prior to the next scrimmage down. On rare occasions, the Referee may 

choose to spot the ball if the Umpire becomes delayed attending to another on-field issue. 

Once the Umpire has received the ball, he will take the spot from one of the two flanks. 

The actual spotðthe downfield tip of the footballðis determined by the toe of the 

flankôs downfield foot, which ideally is to be extended slightly forward from the upfield 

foot. 

Usually, it will be the flank that is closest to the spot where the ball will next be 

placed; however, the off-side flank must hold the spot as the Umpire may choose to turn 

around and take the spot if players are obscuring the Umpireôs line of sight. Additionally, 

if the Umpire moves outside of the hash marks to retrieve the ball, cross-field mechanics 

dictate that the Umpire should take the spot from the off-side official in order to eliminate 

the need to turn around yet again to spot the ball. 

Once the Umpire has visually determined the spot, he should release the flank 

from which he took the spot using both verbal and visual signals. Simply pointing at the 

flank and stating, ñIôve got your spotò will suffice. The off-side official may then release 

once it is clearly evident that his spot will not be used. 
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Techniques used to actually place the ball on the field vary slightly among 

officials; however, the standard procedure is to squarely face the flank official with the 

spot, straddle this point while matching your forward foot with the forward foot of the 

flank, and place the ball with the downfield tip on this exact reference point with the 

ballôs laces directly at the top.   

During inclement weather, the Umpire may elect to carry a solid white towel that 

may be used to dry the ball prior to each down.  Occasionally, in extremely wet 

conditions, an umpire may release the flank before placing the ball on the ground, 

holding the spot with his own forward foot and delaying the placement until the offense 

breaks the huddle, thus further protecting the ball from getting excessively wet.  In these 

condition, when the field is wet, the Referee may order the ball changed between downs. 

This may be considered at the request of the offensive team; however, the decision to 

switch balls rests solely with the Referee and teams are not entitled to this courtesy (Rule 

1-3-3). Furthermore, all officials need to be aware of game and clock status when 

considering wet ball exchanges.  Umpires should ensure that their attempts to protect the 

ball do not interfere in an offenseôs ability to run a ñhurry up offenseò.  Generally, when 

these types of wet conditions are anticipated, the crew will ensure before the game that 

both teams have more than one ball ready for use, or that the teams both agree to use the 

other teamsô ball as a second substitute ball, and that the ball boy(s) are equipped with 

towels in order to keep a dry ball ready to relay in. 

 

Clock Status Mechanics 

 
Although the primary responsibility for correcting timing errors rests with the 

Referee, the entire officiating crew is responsible for precise game clock management 

when the official scoreboard clock is operational. Each official should briefly look at the 

clock at some point after every down and take note of the remaining time in the quarter, 

as well as whether the clock is running or stopped. If any official has positive knowledge 

that the clock should be stopped by rule and it is still running, the time-out (S3) signal 

shall be given immediately. If any reasonably significant amount of time (based on game 

and clock status) elapsed, this should be reported to the Referee who will then determine 

if any correction is to be made. Note that the Referee may only correct timing issues prior 

to the second live ball following the error, or prior to the official end of a period (Rules 3-

4-7, 3-3-5).  

Prior to a game, the official responsible for meeting with the game clock operator 

should discuss procedures specific to the stadium for communicating with the press box 

and/or clock staff, in the event that a correction needs to be made or if there is a game 

clock/scoreboard failure. 

During a game, numerous rules and situations dictate whether the clock shall 

continue to run; if it shall be stopped at the end of a down and not starting until the 

following snap; or if it is to be stopped temporarily and then started on the next Ready-

For-Play (RFP) signal. Although the Referee is the only official responsible for starting 

the clock on a scrimmage down (any official has the authority to stop it), clock status 

information must be communicated to him in a timely and efficient manner. The two 

approved supplementary signals used to communicate clock status, after it has been 

stopped following a down, are either the ñsquirrel-cageò, wherein the two index fingers 
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are rotated in a circular motion in front of the belt signifying that the clock is to be started 

on the RFP, or the crossed wristsðcreating an ñXò with two fists crossed at the wrist at 

belt level indicating that the clock shall start on the snap. These signals can either be 

given directly to the Referee, or to the Umpire who will communicate this to the Referee 

between downs. This should be discussed during the pregame conference. 

Any official may stop the clock, if the action that causes the down to end also 

causes the clock to stop by rule. All officials should mirror the calling officialôs time-out 

signal. The clock shall also be stopped for an officialôs timeout or if a teamôs timeout 

request is granted. Signal (S3) shall be used in all cases, unless another approved signal 

also implies that the clock should stop. Examples include a touchdown, successful field 

goal or try (S5); a safety (S6); an incomplete pass (also failed field goal or kick-try) 

(S10); and a touchback (S7). Under no circumstances should a time-out signal (S3) 

follow any of the preceding signalsðonly one approved signal shall be used by an 

official.  However, when a covering official has indicated an incomplete pass through the 

use of signal S10, the other nearest covering official should give the time out signal (S3). 

Officials using finger whistles need to be conscious not to signal timeout using 

(S3) with only one arm while blowing the whistle. Although some game situations 

require a relatively quick whistle, not only does waving a single arm create confusion 

among fans, coaches and the clock operator, it is simply poor mechanics. Furthermore, 

delaying a whistle until after the timeout signal may reduce the possibility of an 

inadvertent whistle. 

 

Official Duties ï Timing: 

   

5-Man Crew 

 

   Game Clock ï Line Judge 

   25-sec. Play Clock/Halftime ï Back Judge 

   1-minute Intervals (TO, Quarter change, etc.) - Umpire 

  

4-Man Crew 

 

   Game Clock/Halftime ï Line Judge 

   25-sec. Play Clock ï Referee or Line Judge (determine in pregame conference) 

   1-minute Intervals (TO, period change, etc.) - Umpire 

 

 Should the scoreboard clock become inoperable during the game, the official time 

shall be kept on the field by the Line Judge, or another official to be specified during the 

pregame conference. In most cases, resumed use of the scoreboard shall not be 

considered until the start of the next period, or at the discretion of the Referee. 
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Dead-ball Officiating  
 

Due to the fact that an average football game lasts roughly two to three times 

longer than the 48 minutes of actual playing time, it should come as no surprise that a 

majority of the actionðor inactionðoccurs while the ball is dead. Therefore, it is of 

utmost importance that the officiating crew remains vigilant with regards to game control 

and enforcing penalties during dead-ball intervals. Maintaining an unmistakable presence 

to both players and coaches without being overbearing is essential. Most volatile 

situations can be defused with firm but respectful voice commands or requests, while 

understanding that football is a violent game that elicits powerful emotions and tempers. 

Good judgment should be exercised when determining if a given act dictates a penalty; 

however, once the decision is made that an infraction has occurred, it must be swiftly 

dealt with and the offender(s) removed from the situation. Asking coaches for assistance 

with dealing with a player(s) is encouraged if the situation warrants. 

The key to superior dead-ball officiating is to refrain from focusing too much 

attention on the narrow and sometimes-remedial officiating tasks such as retrieving the 

ball or marking the forward progress spot. Instead, officials should be able to handle 

these and other duties while spending most of their time observing player action. By no 

means is this limited to the area around the ball, but to all areas of the field of play.  

A flank official should not be hesitant to leave his spot in order to deal with a 

potential player conflict. Simply because the forward progress spot has been temporarily 

abandoned does not imply that it is lost; however the official must mentally note the 

yard-line prior to leaving. Additionally, other officialsðprimarily the Umpireð should 

recognize a situation that requires the attention of the flank official and can quickly 

verbalize that he has the spot, thus releasing the flank. Proper utilization of cross-field 

mechanics can also allow the official to quickly leave the progress spot. As a last resort, a 

beanbag can be used to mark the forward progress spot, though this procedure is not 

recommended. 

Most confrontations end with little to no physical contact, although fights do 

occur on rare occasions. If a potential conflict involves two or three players, stepping in 

the middle and separating men may be the most efficient solution. However, if a conflict 

escalates, involving more than a few players or members from the team bench area, it is 

best to refrain from becoming involved too close to the incident and enlist assistance 

from the coaching staff. Observe the action, record the jersey numbers of the offenders, 

and mentally record the events to be prepared for any needed post game reports, and 

discussions with the commissioner.  
 

Whistle Mechanics 
 

 Contrary to popular football myth, the whistle only causes the down to end in rare 

circumstances.  The action during the play dictates when the ball becomes dead and the 

down is over; the whistle is simply used to reinforce the fact that the ball is already dead. 

Unfortunately, in many cases, a whistle that has killed a play is usually an óinadvertent 

whistleô by definition and must be dealt with by rule accordingly. 
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 When an official observes that the ball is dead by rule, he should blow the whistle 

using a loud, moderately sustained blast. In some cases, continuing action may require 

the need for a few additional blasts, though it is recommended that voice commands be 

used if at all possible. In any case, do not blow the whistle without positive knowledge 

of the location of the football. In most cases, only the covering official(s) should blow 

the whistle when the ball becomes dead by rule. While some signals are mirrored, a 

crewmateôs whistle is never echoed blindly by another official.  

 All officials should spit the whistle at the snap. There is no reason that a whistle 

may need to be blown so quickly that the time taken to place the whistle in the mouth will 

cause undue delay. Conversely, this technique has eliminated many potential inadvertent 

whistles by subconsciously allowing the calling official a split-second more of decision 

time. 

 One or more whistle blows will accompany almost all dead-ball penalties. 

Conversely, all live-ball penalties will never have a whistle, as no live-ball foul causes 

the ball to become dead. After a down in which there is a live-ball penalty, three short 

blasts of the whistle are used to alert the Referee and other members of the crew that an 

infraction has occurred. 

 Finally, all officials are to be especially alert during any situation where there may 

have been a potential fumble. After a down has ended, if the crew is unsure as to whether 

there was a fumble on the play, they may convene and rule based on the information 

provided by each official; however, if a whistle was blown in error, the inadvertent 

whistle rule may apply and the crewôs options become severely limited. 
 

Declaring the RFP 
 

Prior to each free-kick or scrimmage down, the Referee must signal that the ball 

may be legally put into play. This is known as the Ready-For-Play signal, or RFP, and 

depending on when the clock should start (either on the RFP or the snap for a scrimmage 

down, or when the ball is first touched by a receiver for a free kick), the ñStart Clockò 

signal (S2) or the ñReady-For-Playò signal (S1) respectively, is used accompanied by a 

single, clear whistle blast. Upon the RFP signal, the 25-second clock shall begin. 

Standard mechanics dictate that the Referee shall declare the ball ready for play while 

standing near the ball after it has been spotted. Depending on game tempo, the Referee 

may elect to declare the RFP from a spot close to his pre-snap position. In any case, it is 

important to be in clear view of the press box or clock operator and to be facing the ball 

when RFP is blown. An additional recommendation would be to signal (S1) or (S2) with 

the hand/arm that is facing the press box, and to make sure to do so while stationary. 

If for any reason the RFP is interrupted for an officialôs timeout, another RFP will 

be given by the Referee, at which point, the 25-second clock will be reset and start again 

(Rule 3-6-1). If the Referee needs to signal that the 25-second clock is to be reset, it 

should be signaled using one hand with the palm facing up and moved in a pumping 

motion (see supplemental signal #21). 

Upon signaling the RFP, the Referee should make positive eye contact with the 

appropriate official responsible for timing the 25-second play clock. Take note that our 

mechanics do not provide for the timing official to make any overt signals indicating that 

the play clock is about to expire. 



   13 

Rev. 6ð2011 

Reporting fouls 
 

When a foul has occurred during either a dead- or live-ball period, it is the calling 

officialôs responsibility to promptly notify the Referee and the rest of the crew using three 

short, distinct whistle blasts. If more than one official has a foul, the reporting process 

should be orderly, allowing each official to report. If two or more officials potentially 

have the same live-ball foul, they should discuss prior to reporting to the Referee. If they 

have the identical foul, the flags should be moved together at the same spot, and only one 

official will report to the Referee.  

While getting the necessary information to the Referee in a timely manner is 

important, this does not take precedence over or relieve the calling official(s)ô dead-ball 

officiating responsibilities. Tend to any extracurricular activity or ask a crewmate for 

assistance prior to leaving a potentially escalating situation. Do not signal fouls to the 

Referee from any distanceðthese are only to be communicated verbally. The only 

exception is an inconspicuous Delay-of-Game signal (S21) from the Back Judge to the 

Referee if the 25-second clock expires prior to a legal snap. 

Once the calling official is conferring with the Refereeðpreferably in the 

presence of the Umpireðthe recommended procedure is to state the pertinent 

information in the following order: 

 

1. Name of Infraction 

2. Live- or Dead-ball 

3. Team ï Offense or Defense  

4. Player number (optional, but necessary to convey to flanks at some point) 

5. Spot of foul if relevant 

6. Ball Status ï When foul occurred (Loose-ball or Running-play) 

   
 

Signaling Fouls/Discussing Penalties with Captains/Enforcing Penalties 
 

Signaling Fouls 

 Unlike professional and major college games where the Referee is able to verbally 

announce penalties along with his signaling sequence, this is not generally an option at 

the high school level; therefore, visual penalty signals are the only means available to 

communicate to coaches, fans, and the press box.  

By utilizing a distinct, yet fluid signaling technique, the Referee can easily 

communicate penalties while conveying confidence and control of the game. 

There are a few fundamental principles to bear in mind when signaling: First, and 

most importantly is to appear unhurried. Each signal should be slow and deliberate. 

Second, the order in which the signals are given is just as important as the signals 

themselves. Third, during the penalty signaling sequence, the Referee should refrain from 

displaying any emotion. In other words, the attitude should be that the Referee, on behalf 

of the entire officiating crew, is indifferent as to the potential effect the foul.  A rules 

infraction has occurred, and it is the duty of the crew to enforce the associated penalty 

regardless of the outcome. Abiding by these simple guidelines will significantly enhance 

the perception of integrity and impartiality. 
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Prior to signaling, the Referee should move to a spot on the field that is away 

from players, and other officials should help keep the area clear around the Referee if 

time allows. The Referee should face the press box and pick a generic spot somewhere 

between it and the field level. Individual signals should be slow and purposeful, with 

each being held for at least one to two seconds. While technically optional, many 

Referees prefer to verbally announce the penalties in a raised, but again non-emotional 

voice, and not to the point of actual yelling or shouting.  

With the exception of the Sideline Warning (S15) and Ineligible Receiver 

Downfield (S37)ðboth of which require a minor back-and-forth or up-and-down motion 

respectively, each signal should be one and only one motion. For example, the signal for 

Personal Foul (S38) should consist of one forearm moving down and contacting the other 

forearm in an óXô at or slightly above the face. The Referee should not continue a 

óchoppingô motion during this signal. Another example is the signal for Illegal 

Shift/Illegal Motion (S20). The open palm(s) and arm(s) are brought in to the chest 

parallel to the ground and moved outward only once, not back and forth quickly several 

times. Starting in 2006, the signals for Sideline Interference (S29) and Illegal Forward 

Pass (S35) are given facing toward the press box.  

As previously stated, the order of signals is of great importance and significantly 

enhances the Refereeôs ability to effectively communicate the infraction and associated 

penalties. The signaling sequences are as follows: 

 

Live-ball Fouls 

1. Signal of Foul (May be preceded by a Personal Foul (S38) signal 

depending on the infraction) 

2. Direction of Offending Team 

a. Offended Teamôs decision to decline (S10) (if applicable) 

b. Loss of Down (S9) (if applicable) 

c. Player Disqualification (S47) (if applicable) 

3. Signal Next Down, or First Down (S8) if penalty results in an 

automatic first down or acceptance of penalty otherwise results in a 

first down by rule.  

4. Start Clock (S2) or RFP (S1) 

* Signal Untimed Down (S1*) prior to RFP (S1) if applicable during 

an untimed down 

** Some game situations may dictate a signal for a score (S5/S6), no 

score (S10) or touchback (S7) after step 2a if applicable 

 

 Dead-ball Fouls 

Same procedure as Live-Ball fouls, however the penalty sequence is 

preceded by the Dead-Ball signal (S7).  

 

 In either scenario, the Referee should wait to ensure that each officialð

particularly the Head Linesman and his chain crewðare in position prior to giving the 

RFP/Start Clock signal.  
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Communicating with Captains 

 Although some penalties have an obvious choice, there is no provision in the 

NFHS rulebook that gives the Referee the authority to enforce a penalty without 

consulting the offended teamôs captain. The only exceptions are for double fouls or fouls 

that are automatically declined. However, in reality the Referee, in the interest of 

efficiency, may use language that suggests the obvious option allowing the captain to 

accept or decline in a timely manner. Conversely, complex options should be thoroughly 

discussed with the captain without being rushed. Moreover, the Referee may choose to 

discuss the penalty options with the captain facing and/or in earshot of the head coach, 

thereby allowing the captain to serve merely as a conduit for the coachôs decision. In any 

case, the Umpire should attempt to locate the captain and prepare him to discuss options 

with the Referee. He should then stand with the Referee and captain to ensure that he has 

accurately and completely explained each enforcement option. 

 One situation that always needs to be addressed with captains is when a dead-ball 

(or yardage equivalent) foul occurs during an untimed Try down and the offense is 

attempting a kick-try. Many teams prefer to decline the 1 ½-yard half-the-distance 

penalty in order for the kicker to remain in his comfort zone as they have been practicing 

the same formation/kick in practice for several months.  

 

Marching off penalties 

Once the Umpire has positive knowledge from the Referee and captains that 

penalty yardage will be enforced, he will lift the ball and move the appropriate distance 

from the enforcement spot. Umpires should not ómarchô by stepping off each yard; rather, 

step off the first and last yard and walk (for 5-yard penalties) or jog to the new spot. 

For fouls that dictate a 5-, 10- or 15-yard penalty (Exception: ½ distance 

penalties), the Umpire should signal the yardage that will be marched off to the Head 

Linesman by momentarily holding up one finger (5 yards), two fingers (10 yards), or 

three fingers (15 yards). The HL will then double-check the penalty yardage by marching 

with the Umpire on his associated sideline. The Line Judge shall serve as a point of 

reference by remaining at the enforcement spot yardline until the Umpire has placed the 

ball at the new spot. 
 

Timeouts 
 

It is important that all official keep in mind the various game situations when a 

charged team timeout may or may not be granted. To grant a timeout to a team, first, the 

ball must be dead and the request must come from either a player or the head coach, or 

the coach that has been designated to call timeouts. Note that a ñplayerò is defined per 

Rule 2-32-1 and not simply a team member in uniform. Further restrictions apply to the 

head coach with regards to requesting a team timeout. He must be located on the 

sidelineðhe cannot request a timeout from the press box; if the head coach does choose 

to be in the press box, he may designate a single assistant coach to request a timeout for 

him from the sideline. Note that a key term regarding timeouts is the word órequest.ô 

Simply because a coach or player requests a timeout does not imply that it will 

automatically be granted. If a timeout is requested when a team does not have any left, it 

shall not be grantedð(however, this does not apply to a timeout requested for the 
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purposes of reviewing a potential misapplication of a rule per the provisions in Rule 3-5-

11. Note that the foul for this ótimeoutô is a Delay of Game if the Referee does not alter 

his ruling. There is no foul for requesting a timeout when a team has none remaining; in 

fact, it is an error on the part of the official for stopping the clock as a result of an invalid 

request. Also, it is legal for a team to request successive, sequential timeouts, or for one 

team to request a timeout immediately after the opposing teamôs timeout has expired. 

Each official is expected to have positive knowledge of remaining team timeouts 

at all times and to verify with another official if there is any doubt. Moreover, while 

officials should make every attempt to honor the request if it is legal, they should not 

divert their attention from the game at a critical moment, such as when the snap is 

imminent. For example, if the ball is to be snapped near the goal line, it is unreasonable 

for a coach to expect a flank official to divert his attention from the impending action to a 

spot that is located 15-20 yards away in the coaching box immediately prior to the snap. 

Instead, the coach should direct his request to his player(s). Additionally, if the head 

coach is ejected, he must designate a replacement ónewô head coach to the Referee for the 

game to continue, however this person does not have the authority to request a timeout, 

unless he had already been designated to call time outs.  The head coachesô designee 

remains in place for the entire game except in the case of an emergency (Rule 3-5-2-a 

Note). In the absence of a coach who may legally call timeouts, subsequent requests must 

come from a player only. Finally, a team shall not be granted a timeout if a decision 

regarding a penalty is pending. This applies to both the offended and the offending team. 

 When a timeout is requested and granted, the calling official should immediately 

sound the whistle and give the Timeout signal (S3) while moving toward the Referee to 

report. All other officials should mirror the Timeout signal. Each official shall record the 

quarter, time remaining, and the number of the calling player (or head coach) on their 

game card. Upon receiving the relevant information from the calling official, the Referee 

should step to a spot clear of players and repeat (S3) and then point to the calling teamôs 

goal using both arms in a ñchuckingò motion while verbally announcing the timeout 

using the following phrasing: ñTimeout, (name of school).ò Following the announcement, 

the Referee should move to a position about halfway between his normal scrimmage 

position and the Umpire. 

 The Umpire shall stand over the ball and time the one-minute timeout interval. He 

should inform the Referee when there is approximately 10 seconds remaining. The Head 

Linesman and the Line Judge should stay near their respective team if they are huddling 

near the sideline, or in a position to reasonably communicate with the coach if the coach 

has chosen to meet with his players on the field. Both flank officials should be alert for 

the Umpireôs notification of elapsed time and then politely but firmly remind each team 

and coach that the timeout is over. The Back Judge should remain in his normal 

scrimmage position and be dead-ball officiating throughout the timeout. In practice 

regardless of position, it is important to avoid the appearance of gathering or grouping 

together to discuss non game-related topics. All officials may briefly confer to verify the 

number of remaining timeouts for each team. 

Finally, the referee should not hesitate to mark the ball ready-for-play if there is 

undue delay by either team. The Back Judge should be ready to start the 25-second count 

upon the Refereeôs RFP signal. 
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Injury Timeouts 

 Any official shall signal an officialôs timeout for any player who is or appears to 

be injured, or for situations treated as an injury such as visible blood or a player showing 

signs of a possible concussion. Per NNFOA directive, officials should not attempt to 

move or otherwise treat or aid an injured player, and should direct players away from the 

area so that trainers and other medical staff are given room to work.  

 If an official stops the clock or otherwise signals an officialôs timeout for an 

injured player, that player is required to leave the game for at least one down, unless the 

halftime or an overtime intermission occurs. Note that this player cannot be óboughtô 

back into the game by requesting a charged team timeout.  The player must still sit out at 

least one down   

Players whom have shown signs of a possible concussion are required by rule to 

be cleared by an appropriate health care professional; however it is not the job of the 

officials to question the head coach regarding whether this has been completed.  Officials 

no longer are supplied with written clearances for such players, they must simply enforce 

the rule requiring that the player be out for at least one play, and if he returns, they may 

send him out for one additional play each time the player exhibits symptoms that they 

feel indicate a possible concussion.  If they feel that a team may be failing to protect the 

health of their players appropriately, this is a situation to be taken care of administratively 

after the game by the commissioner, not during a game. 

 

Coach-Referee Conference 

 By rule, a player or head coach may request and be granted a team timeout to 

discuss with the Referee a ruling that may have been a misinterpretation or 

misapplication of the rules (but not to overturn a judgment call) during or after the 

previous down (Rule 3-5-11). However, this request must occur prior to the ball next 

becoming live, or the official end of the period. 

The conference will be conducted on the field immediately in front of the 

coaching box. The flank official on the sideline of the team that requested the timeout 

shall also attend the conference. 

If the conference results in the Referee altering the ruling, the timeout becomes an 

officials timeout, and the team is not charged with a timeout. The Referee will also notify 

the opposing head coach of the ruling prior to continuing play. 

If the conference does not result in the Referee altering the ruling, the team 

requesting the timeout is charged with a team timeout. If no team timeouts remain, the 

team is penalized for Delay of Game (See Rule 3-6-2-c). It is important to note that a 

team may still request and be granted a timeout for the purposes of reviewing a 

misapplication of a rule (if this is clearly stated as the reason for the timeout when the 

request is made) even though the team does not have any remaining timeouts.  

. 

Fumbles 
 

A specific and critical subset of mechanics exists for each official whenever a 

fumble occurs. Much of this varies depending on whether or not a ópileô forms on top of 

the fumble and visual contact with the loose ball is lost. First and foremost, the official(s) 

that observe the fumble must continue to officiate the play like any other game situation. 
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In many cases (but not all), a beanbag will be used to mark the yardlineðnot the actual 

spotðat which the ball became loose. Instances that would not require a beanbag will be 

addressed in the appropriate section of this manual. It is important to note that the 

beanbag does not have to be thrown, but rather dropped at the appropriate line. Second, a 

few officials are inclined to reach for their whistle. It is very important to not blow a 

whistle while the ball is loose.  

If an official observes a fumble and subsequent recovery action which does not 

cause the ball to become dead by rule (such as the recovering player possessing the ball 

with anything other than a hand or foot touching the ground), play continues and the ball 

is live. If a pile forms and the official can see a player in possession of the ball and either 

down by rule or down by (lack of) forward progress, he should immediately sound his 

whistle indicating the down is over. If the defense has recovered the ball, or if any other 

situation has occurred that requires that the clock shall be stopped, then the whistle 

should be accompanied by a time-out signal (S3). All officials should mirror this signal. 

If the offense has recovered the ball and the situation does not require the clock to be 

stopped, the covering official should immediately signal and verbally announce the next 

down.  If the defense has recovered the ball and gained possession, then the nearest 

official should signal the clock to be stopped (S3) and then use signal (S8) to indicate a 

new series for Team B.  

If a pile forms and visual contact with the ball is lost and no official is able to 

immediately rule on possession, the official closest to the pile should ódig outô the ball. 

This entails getting into the pile and sequentially removing players until a ruling can be 

made. The digging official(s) should start by tapping or gently but firmly pulling a player 

while identifying him by number and/or color and stating ñGet up, you donôt have the 

ballò or similar. Although the task of digging for the ball can be somewhat dirty and 

requires that one or more officials óget in the pile,ô they should be cautious not to injure 

themselves by being struck by a helmet, etc. in the process.  

If players are slow to unpile or there is any other undue delay, other officials may 

temporarily stop the clock (Rule 3-5-7-k) while possession is being determined. If this 

occurs, the Referee must be alert to immediately start the clock again if the offense has 

retained possession and is short of the line to gain. If there is any question as to the status 

of team possession, officials should verbally communicate with each other either within 

the pile or by relaying information out to officials not in the pile prior to making an 

official ruling. Finally, all officials not directly involved with the fumble and/or the 

ensuing pile should be diligently dead-ball officiating as many incidents occur when 

officialôs attention are otherwise diverted. 
 

Penalty Flag Mechanics 
 

The penalty flag is used not only as a generic signal that a foul has occurred, but 

also as a marker to indicate the specific spot of an infraction that may be used for penalty 

enforcement purposes. At least one flag should be carried, and two are recommended. 

Both should be carried in such a manner that no yellow is visible while stowed. 

There are two methods in which to throw the flag when a foul has occurred. The 

first is to toss the flag high into the air in front of the official. This is especially important 

for flank officials, as there is a possibility that wind or other factors (such as a poor 
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throw) can carry the flag outside the field of play. A flag is thrown into the air for fouls 

that occur simultaneously with the snap and for dead-ball fouls. During live-ball periods, 

the flag should be thrown to the yard line corresponding to the spot at which the 

infraction occurred, taking care not to hit any players. This is perceived as 

confrontational at best and could possibly injure the player. Furthermore, do not 

forcefully throw the flag to the ground or otherwise convey anger when throwing the 

flag. As in other game situations, officials need to remove emotion from their duties and 

this is certainly no exception.   

If the flag is does not land at the correct spot, it may be promptly relocated by the 

calling official after the down is over. If this is done, it is important to do so 

professionally and in a timely manner. Kicking it or other apathetic placement conveys 

carelessness, and the longer an official waits to adjust the spot of the foul, the more it 

appears that he is unduly influencing the game. The keys here are appearance and 

perception, regardless of whether it is warranted.  

 It is imperative that all officialsðespecially the calling officialðcontinue to 

officiate after a foul is called, taking care to avoid an inadvertent whistle. 

A practice that should be absolutely avoided is that of ócovering a flag.ô This 

occurs when one official throws his flag solely as a result of observing a crewmate throw 

his flag with no prior knowledge or observation that a foul has occurred. It is done only 

with the intent of óbacking upô his partner in an attempt to sell a given call. The reasoning 

(though not valid) is that if more than one official saw the foul, then it must have 

happened. This is a deceptive practice to say the least, and often times leads to severe 

degradation of crew integrity especially when the original call was incorrect. This is not 

to say that overlapping coverage (and therefore more than one official observing a given 

infraction) does not occur; rather, an official should only flag a foul that he not only 

witnessed, but that he can also explain and justify. In any case, if more than one flag is 

thrown in the same area, all calling officials should gather and discuss what each saw and 

then report to the Refereeðnever assume that both officials have the same foul. Finally, 

this practice of ñcovering flagsò leads to the perception of a crew that will flag 

everything, even the most marginal of fouls. 
 

Beanbag Mechanics 
 

Of all the on-field resources that an official has at his disposal, the beanbag is 

quite possibly the least understoodðnot only to officials, but also to coaches, fans, and 

announcers. Beanbags should be entirely white, and each official should carry at least 

one. The Back Judge in a 5-man crew and the Line Judge in a 4-man crew are required to 

carry two beanbags, one of which will be in-hand prior to the scrimmage kick and used 

on scrimmage kicks (primarily punts) for use with Post-Scrimmage Kick (PSK) 

enforcement, and the other as a backup for routine play situations. All officials should 

have a beanbag in-hand prior to any free kick.  In two beanbag mechanics, it is acceptable 

for the second beanbag to be blue. 

Simply stated, the beanbag is used to indicate a spot of significance for a 

particular game situation, other than the spot of a foul. The following is a list of uses for 

the beanbag: 
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Á Post-Scrimmage Kick Enforcement 

Á Out of Bounds Spots 

Á Forward Progress 

Á Spot of a Fumble 

Á Inadvertent Whistle 

Á First Touching 

Á Momentum Exception  

 

Post-Scrimmage Kick Enforcement 

Post-Scrimmage Kick Enforcement (PSK) is a subset of rules that dictate how and 

where a penalty is to be enforced when the receiving team commits a foul if and only if 

several conditions are met. With regards to the beanbag, a potential spot of enforcement 

is the óend of the kickôðwhich occurs when the receiving team gains possession of a live 

kick or the kick becomes dead by rule, though in the case of the latter a beanbag is not 

used and the dead-ball spot is marked by the covering official placing the ball at that spot. 

Either way, the end of the kick must be marked, as it could be where a penalty is 

enforced. While technically the actual spot must be marked when the end of the kick 

occurs between the hashmarks, in practice, only the yardline needs to be bagged. It is 

more important to drop the beanbag at the proper yardline than to throw it to the 

approximate spot.  

If during a scrimmage kick, the ball becomes dead by rule without a runback by 

the receiving team (i.e., downing the ball by K) or a touchback occurs, the beanbag is not 

used. In the former, the covering official should mark the dead-ball spot or yardline and 

place a ball at the spot that can then be used as the official PSK reference point. In the 

latter, the PSK spot will always be the 20-yardline. 

 

Out of Bounds Spots 

 Out of Bounds spots may refer to a player or ball. In the latter instance, there may 

be a need to use a beanbag to mark the spot that a loose ball crosses the sideline, but this 

is in very rare circumstances and only if the official needs to tend to more pressing issues, 

such as player safety. Otherwise, this practice should be avoided at all costs and should 

certainly not be used as an alternative to hustling. 

 A second instance is when a player goes out of bounds. Like the previous instance 

where the beanbag was used to mark a loose ball crossing a sideline, the same conditions 

may warrant an official to mark the runnerôs out of bounds spot in order to handle another 

situation. But again, this should only be done in rare cases. Additionally, there are some 

instances where a player may voluntarily go out of bounds and return. While it is never a 

foul to voluntarily go out of bounds during a down, in some instances it is a foul to return 

during the same down. A beanbag at the spot where a player went out of bounds indicates 

that the official definitely observed the action prior to the foul (a flag will mark the spot 

where the player returned and thus fouled).    

 

Forward Progress 

 Although very uncommon, a beanbag can be used to mark forward progress if an 

official (usually a flank official) needs to leave the forward progress spot for any reason. 

However, once the ball is dead and the forward progress spot is ruled, there is nothing 
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that states that an official needs to mark the spot with anything. If an official needs to 

leave the spot for whatever reason, he can simply return and verbally or physically signal 

the appropriate yardline to the official that spots the ball.  

 Another rare use occurs when the Referee (or any official) is unsure if the passer 

has crossed the line of scrimmage prior to passing the ball. If it is close, a beanbag can be 

dropped at the appropriate yardline. The crew can then return to the spot, after the ball 

has become dead, and rule on a potential illegal forward pass. It is perfectly acceptable to 

have a late flag if a foul did in fact occur. 

 

Fumbles/Backward Passes 

 With regards to the beanbag, it is not the fact that a fumble has occurred, but 

rather the spot at which possession was lost that has special significance under the óall-

but-oneô penalty enforcement philosophy. If a foul occurs during a running play as 

defined in Rule 10-3-3, the end of the runðthe spot at which possession was lostðis a 

potential spot of enforcement and must therefore be marked. Note that this spot must only 

be marked if possession is lost beyond the neutral zone (Note: This applies to backward 

passes beyond the neutral zone as well as fumbles). Any run(s) that occur in or behind the 

neutral zone prior to a change of team possession are considered to be part of loose-ball 

play with the basic spot of enforcement being the previous spot. (See 10-3-1-c) 

 Furthermore, should an Inadvertent Whistle (IW) occur when the ball is loose 

following a fumble or backward pass, the fumbling or passing team has the option to put 

the ball in play where possession was lost or replay the down. Obviously, the team would 

not choose to ólose yardageô as a result of the IW and the crew should ensure that down is 

replayed from the previous spot. Therefore, the spot of a fumble or backward pass behind 

the neutral zone is of no significance and need not be marked. 

 

Inadvertent Whistle 

 In the rare instance that an Inadvertent Whistle should occur during a down, an 

alert official should drop a beanbag at the yardline where the runner is located when the 

whistle is heard. This should only be done when the runner is beyond the neutral zone or 

when there is no neutral zone (as in a change of team possession during the down prior to 

the IW) as the team in possession has the option to put the ball in play at that spot or 

replay the down. 

 

First Touching 

 During scrimmage and free kicks, there are certain intervals where members of 

the kicking team may not touch the ball. While not illegal by rule, the spot where the 

touching occurred (unless a kicking team player is blocked into the ball by a member of 

the receiving team) is referred to as ñFirst Touchingò and the receiving team may have 

the right to put the ball in play at this spot (with a few exceptions). Therefore, this spotð

or spots, if there is more than oneðmust be marked with a beanbag.  

 

Momentum Exception 

 If a defensive player intercepts an opponentôs forward pass, intercepts or recovers 

an opponentôs fumble or backward pass, or a receiving team member catches or recovers 

a scrimmage or free kick anywhere between his 5-yardline and the goal line and the 
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covering official rules that his original momentum carried him into his end zone where 

the ball is declared dead, the spot where the catch or recovery occurred must be marked 

as the ball will next be put in play at that spot. The defense or R will not be awarded a 

touchback if the official rules that momentum was in effect. As a matter of practice, the 

momentum exception should only be ruled when the ball was clearly caught or recovered 

outside the goal line to the 5-yardline. Moreover, note that the spot of the momentum 

exception is considered to be the end of the run for penalty enforcement purposes.  

 

Using the Linesmanôs clip 
 

When the Linesman first meets with the chain crew, he shall provide a marking 

device to the boxman, or clip person if there is a fourth member of the chain crew. The 

clip is used as a point of reference if the chains need to be reset because they are moved 

either in error or due to safety reasons, and is used to properly reset the chains at the 

opposite end of the field after teams change directions to start the second and fourth 

quarters. It also functions as the point at which the chain is stretched from during a 

measurement.  

The clip is positioned as follows to allow for the maximum amount of chain 

distance from clip to the front stake during measurements: 

¶ If a new series begins on any yard line other than a continuous 5-yardline, 

the clip shall be placed on the chain at the point where the chain intersects 

the rear edge of the 5-yardline closest to the trail stake. 

¶ If a new series begins on a 5-yardline, the clip shall be placed at the point 

where the chain intersects the rear edge of the 5-yardline between the two 

stakes. 

In either case, the clip is to be set with the corresponding yardline and is not to be 

moved or reset until there is a new series of downs. 
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Sideline Warnings (get-back coaches) 
 

Unfortunately, most high school football fields provide limited space for a teamôs 

personnel. However, this does not mean that the sideline official is denied the proper 

spacing between the sideline and the coaching and team boxes. By rule, there should be 

at least 2-yards between the sideline and the team box. During the Dead Ball period, 

Officials must share this area between the 25-yardlines with not more than three coaches; 

the rest of the players and coaching staff is restricted to 2-yards or more behind the 

sideline between the 25-yardlines.  As of the 2010 rulebook, any official who collides 

with team personnel within this restricted zone during a live ball is to throw a flag for 

sideline interference, a 15 yard penalty.  Two such flags will automatically lead to 

ejection of the head coach. 

Although each association strives for consistency of enforcement among its 

officials, sideline decorum is largely left to the discretion of the individual flank official 

working each particular game. At the least, both sideline officials should agree upon a 

single philosophy that can be applied to both teams during a contest so that one side does 

not feel that the other is receiving an unfair advantage. 

One of the most underutilized tools that sideline officials have at their disposal is 

the sideline warning. Covered in Rule (9-8-1k, 3), this allows any officialðparticularly 

the Head Linesman and/or the Line Judgeðto throw a flag if there are more than 3 

coaches in the coaching box during the dead ball, or if any team personnel intrude into 

the restricted zone during the live ball.  This foul does not actually penalize the offending 

team for a first offense (technically, it is a ówarningô). Common sense and proper 

judgment should be used when making the decision to issue a sideline warning. First, the 

óground rulesô between the official and the coaching staff should be established firmly 

but politely and professionally early in the game. It is not desirable (though not 

prohibited) to throw a flag in the 4
th
 quarter after tolerating the same behavior for the 

better part of an entire game. Second, a teamôs momentum should be taken into account; 

try not to stop the game for a warning when a team is in the middle of a successful drive. 

Finally, find out which coach is responsible for keeping players and coaches in the team 

box and do not be hesitant to ask for help. By communicating early, a sideline warning 

flag will not come as a complete surprise to the offending team. 

 

The procedure for issuing a sideline warning is as follows: 

If the ball is dead, toss the flag high into the air and stop the clock while jogging 

toward the Referee. 

Inform the Referee that you are issuing a sideline warning and briefly state the 

reason. 

Return to the sideline and inform the head coach that he is receiving his one and 

only sideline warning of the game and that while no yardage will be assessed for the first 

foul, any subsequent sideline interference foul will result in a yardage penalty.  

Follow the same procedure for live-ball fouls, however allow the play to continue 

and stop the clock after the down ends as with any other foul. 

Finally, note that this rule is different from Rule 9-8-1i, which states that anyone 

who is not a player (this includes substitutes) shall not be on the field of play, regardless 

of whether or not the ball is live. This is not sideline interference, but an Unsportsmanlike 
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Conduct foul that carries a 15-yar penalty. As always, use proper judgment as to whether 

to enforce this penalty by rule or simply use preventive officiating techniques. 
 

Reporting and Handling Ejections 
 

It is important to understand that ejections can frequently be quite tense for the 

coach or player(s), and it is critical that the calling officialðas well as all members of the 

crewðremain calm and indifferent by conducting ejection procedures in a professional 

and business-like manner. Regardless of the action that prompted the ejection, officials 

must remain objective and not display any emotion while carrying out their duties. 

Each official needs to record on their game card: the player number, quarter, and 

time remaining in the quarter when the ejection occurred. The calling official is 

recommended to note a brief and objective summary as to the action that resulted in the 

disqualification as it will need to be added to the game report and will be requested by the 

commissioner.  

Additionally, all officials must record the same information for any 

Unsportsmanlike Conduct fouls as two UC fouls charged to the same player or coach 

results in an automatic disqualification (ejection).   Again, the calling official for each 

incident should note a brief summary of the incident resulting in the UC penalty for 

adding to the game report.  Always keep in mind whether or not an incident that includes 

illegal contact between players could be effectively handled with a personal foul call 

rather than the non-contact UC foul. 

 

End of quarter/half/game 
 

At the end of each quarter, the Referee should pause momentarily to ensure that 

there are no timing irregularities, rule misapplications or pending penalty enforcements. 

If or when no such conditions exist, the Referee will hold the ball overhead momentarily 

to indicate the official end of the period (Signal S14).  Note that only the Referee should 

give this signal as several rules are based upon when this signal occurs. Other officials 

should retrieve the ball and hand it to the Referee rather than signaling themselves. 

During the one-minute interval between periods, all officials should be aware of and 

enforce rules relating to authorized conferences. 
 

End of 1
st
/3

rd
 periods 

At the conclusion of the first and third periods, each official should record the 

down, distance, current yardline at which the ball will next be put in play, and the 

yardline that is marked with the Linesmanôs clip. Additionally, the Umpire should note 

the ball position in relation to the inbounds lines.  

¶ The Referee and Umpire will pause momentarily and then jog to the succeeding 

spot. The Umpire should time the one-minute interval between periods. 

¶ The Head Linesman should assist the chain crew with reversing the stake 

direction and set the clip at the appropriate yardline. 

¶ The Line Judge should move to the new line of scrimmage yardline on his side 

opf the field and serve as a double-check to the boxman and the Umpire. 
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¶ The Back Judge (Line Judge in 4-man crew) should note the succeeding spot and 

move to that spot so that the Umpire may spot the ball immediately upon arriving. 

 

¶ The Umpire should notify the crew when approximately ten seconds remain 

so that the flanks can have their respective teams return to the field. The 

Referee should signal the RFP without undue delay when the one-minute 

interval has elapsed. 

 

End of half 

Upon signaling that the 2
nd

 period has officially ended, the crew should gather and 

remain on the field to ensure that both teams leave the field without incident. Once all 

players have left the field, the Referee should give the wind-the-clock signal (S2) to the 

press box to alert the timer to start the halftime clock.  

All officials should verify that the clock is running. The Back Judge should 

synchronize his watch to the scoreboard clock and is responsible for informing the crew 

of time remaining during the intermission. 

 

End of game 

Upon signaling that the 4
th
 period has officially ended, the crew should gather and 

depart the field without delay as a crew. No official should be left behind at any point, 

and conversation regarding game situations or rulings should be reserved until the crew is 

in the locker room. Officials should not discuss game-related issues with anyone not 

affiliated with the association until they have left the premises. 

 

Overtime Procedures 
 

The following overtime procedures relate to contests where the score is tied at the 

end of regulation play. Overtime play is only deemed necessary at contest levels that 

participate in playoffs as determined by the NIAA. 

At the end of regulation when the score is tied, officials should direct players to 

their respective team benches, and then convene at midfield. The Referee should briefly 

discuss overtime rules. At this point, the flanks should ensure that their coaches are aware 

of the overtime rules, and then break to their respective positions as indicated for normal 

coin-toss mechanics. The coin toss shall be conducted identically to the pre-game coin 

toss, with the follow exceptions: 

 

1) The Referee will not re-introduce the crew 

2) The winner of the toss shall have one of the following options: 

i. Choose offense or defense first 

ii.  Designate which end of field to start overtime series 

3) The Referee shall indicate the toss winner by tapping the 

captainôs shoulder  

4) Indicate team that will be on offense first by adjusting the 

captains so that the offensive team will face the goal to which the 

will be advancing and give the first-down signal (S8) 
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III. Official Uniform and Accessories 

 

NNFOA PRE-GAME  

OFFICIAL CHECKLIST  
 

DATE: __________ GAME TIME: __________   SCHOOL: _______________ 

POSITION: _____ 

 

REFEREE: ___________________   PHONE NUMBER: ____________________ 

 

UMPIRE: ____________________    PHONE NUMBER: ____________________ 

 

LINESMAN: __________________  PHONE NUMBER: ____________________ 

 

LINE JUDGE: ________________   PHONE NUMBER: ____________________ 

 

BACK JUDGE: _______________   PHONE NUMBER: ____________________ 

 

If car -pooling:  

Location: ____________________________________           Time: _____________ 

 

UNIFORM:  

(Always bring both long and short-sleeved shirts and both knickers and shorts. For 

cold weather games, your crew chief may approve the use of cold weather Black 

Pants. The entire crew must wear the same uniform. No exceptions.) 

 

Ç BLACK SHOES 

All black, minimal white markings if any. Black laces. Polished for every game. 

Ç FEDERATION (Northwestern) STRIPE SOCKS 

Should have more than one pair. Width of the black showing below the knickers 

should be the same as the wide black band below the striping pattern. 

Ç WHITE CREW SOCKS 

Should have more than one pair. No visible markings or stripes. No ankle-length 

socks.  To be worn in combination with shorts only. 

Ç BLACK CREW SOCKS 

Should have more than one pair.  No ankle-length socks.  To be worn in 

combination with black pants only 

Ç BLACK PANTS 

 Pressed and clean with white stripe. Must be worn with black socks.  

Ç BLACK SHORTS 

Pressed and clean officiating shorts, with Belt loops. Compressions shorts of any 

color should not extend below game shorts. 

Ç BELT 

1 1/4 ñ to 2ò ï black with nondescript buckle. 

Ç COMPRESSION SHORTS 
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Ç BLACK T-SHIRT/COMPRESSION SHIRT 

Should be free of markings that could be seen through striped shirts. 

Ç SHORT-SLEEVE STRIPED SHIRT 

Pressed and clean. Never wear a long-sleeved garment underneath a short-sleeved 

shirt. Shirt should be tucked in between boxers/briefs and compression shorts so 

stripes do not show through knickers. 

Ç LONG-SLEEVE STRIPED SHIRT 

Pressed and clean. Shirt should be tucked in between boxers/briefs and 

compression shorts so stripes donôt show through knickers. 

Ç BLACK W/ WHITE PIPING HAT 

Must be fitted and in good condition. Do not use adjustable caps. 

Ç WHITE HAT 

Should be very white, not discolored. Must be fitted and in good condition. Do 

not use adjustable caps. 

 

ACCESSORIES: 
 

Ç FLAG 1 

Carry flag so that as little of the flag as possible is. No yellow/gold visible. 

Ç FLAG 2 

Carry completely inside back pocket. Should not be visible. 

Ç BEANBAG 1 

Should be black or white. Carry in belt. 

Ç BEANBAG 2 

Required for LJ/BJ, optional for other officials. Should be white or blue. Carry in 

belt. 

Ç WHISTLE 1 + LANYARD 

Both should be black. Whistle should be plastic. 

Ç WHISTLE 2 

Spare. Carry in pocket. 

Ç DOWN INDICATOR 

Umpire should wear two to keep track of spot from which the ball was last 

snapped. BJ may have an additional indicator for clock status (live/dead). 

Ç STOPWATCH 

ñIronmanò-type or equivalent. Should have both countdown timer and stopwatch 

for 25 sec. clock and game clock. 

Ç LINESMANôS CLIP 

Optional: Attach an extra snap clip to the Linesmanôs clip to aid in setting box 

after the first and third quarters and/or as a chain repair link if chain breaks.  Two 

clips can assist the chain crew in working more quickly and efficiently. 

Ç GAME CARD 

Paper is easier to erase, laminated is better for rainy games. 

Ç 2 PENCILS w/erasers 

Ç COIN 

Quarter or larger. 
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EXTRA ITEMS:  
Ç TOWEL/WASHCLOTH 

Ç SOAP 

Ç BUG SPRAY 

Ç SHOE POLISH 

Ç SUNSCREEN 

Ç ATHLETIC TAPE 

Ç PLASTIC BAGS (for wet shoes/clothes) 

Ç RULEBOOKS 

Ç ____________________ 

Ç ____________________ 

 

COLD WEATHER ITEMS:  
Ç EAR PROTECTORS 

Ç BLACK GLOVES 

Should be an athletic style glove that allows you to still write and to catch and throw 

a ball. 

Ç OFFICIALôS JACKET 

Generally only worn from locker room to sideline and during halftime.  If coat worn 

during game, then the entire crew should agree to wear coats in order to match.  Coat 

should be clean and well maintained. 

Ç ANKLE LENGTH COMPRESSION TIGHTS 

Ç LONG-SLEEVE COMPRESSION SHIRT 

Ç ____________________ 

Ç ____________________ 
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IV. Pregame Conference 
 

NNFOA 

PRE-GAME CONFERENCE OUTLINE  

 

The crew should arrive at game site at least 1 hour prior to kickoff. Time should be set 

aside for the pre-game conference. Do not conduct the pre-game while getting dressed, or 

while talking to coaches, etc. The pre-game can be started in car on way to game site if 

entire crew is together and concentrating. 

GENERAL 

Ç Work together as team 

Ç Communicate 

Ç Good mechanics and signals 

Ç "Spit the whistle" - do not keep it in your mouth and blow an inadvertent 

Ç Slow whistle - do not assume - see the ball first (watch out for fumbles and tipped 

balls) 

Ç Remember "down and distance" and to count 

Ç Short relay throws - ball should not roll around on ground and make you chase it 

Ç Concentrate on your area of responsibility 

Ç Crew-saving call 

 

RULES 

Ç Review current rules changes 

Ç Answer any questions from last week/game 

 

ON-FIELD PRE-GAME 

Ç R & U meet with Head Coaches (see attached suggested Coaches Conference) 

Ç BJ (LJ in 4 man) review clock mechanics with operator - start on R's wind, stop 

on any official's signal, stop on incomplete pass or score; if R "chops", start on 

snap, half-time timing and clock. Can clock be reset easily? Run down clock two 

minutes early. 

Ç LJ & HL walk field, look for goalpost pads, placement of yard indicators, 

problem areas (benches, track & field equipment or pits, etc); stretch chains for 10 

yards and in good condition and tape at 5 yards is visible. 

Ç HL review chain operation with chain gang. 

Ç Get captains names and numbers from R or U 

Ç U should have both game balls and ensure ball boy is available 

 

COIN TOSS 

Ç R at 50 in middle of field facing clock or scoreboard 

Ç HL and LJ or respective sides of field 

Ç BJ with LH and U with LJ bring out 4 captains only- Make sure speaking captain 

is closest to R.
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If 4 Man Crew, then the U stays in the center of the field, opposite the R, and the 

two flanks bring in their respective team captains. 

Ç Introduce captains to R - visiting team first - officials not making introductions go 

to 45 yard line facing R - after captain introduction, 4 officials at 45 facing R 

Ç Ask Visitor's for Head or Tail choice - loud enough for all to hear - U step up to 

make sure heard and repeat choice 

Ç Flip Coin and award choices. Ask for deferral first, then other choices. 

Ç Meet at 50 for review and R to record results. 

 

RUNNING GAME 

Ç Count (R and U offense, BJ defense, flanks their side) and flanks signal (punch 

off or not). U to maintain communication with R before, during and after count. 

Ç Know dead ball penalties and kill play 

Ç Know live ball penalties and DO NOT kill play 

Ç Keys - R - snap, off-side tackle, quarterback; U - snap, interior line; HL and LJ 

outside receiver, crack back, tackle; BJ - tight end on unbalanced line. 

Ç Stay on your side of the field, but move in to hash to mark spot of forward 

progress. 

Ç Flanks to mirror each other. Use of Cross-Field Mechanics. 

Ç LJ has first down or not - Stop clock when obvious, "Close-Close" when not. 

Ç BJ and R work clean up at sidelines 

Ç U not limited to inside hash - come get the ball 

 

PASSING GAME 

Ç Know down and distance and anticipate passing play (3
rd

 and long) 

Ç Count and flank signal 

Ç Keys - same as Running Game for pre-snap 

Ç HL and LJ go downfield after snap when unbalanced to your side, other stay on 

line. 

Ç HL or LJ to side of flat pass know when it is forward or not and signal, hold 

signal! 

Ç U get to scrimmage line when read pass, turn to help on all passes and know spot 

of release, linemen downfield. 

Ç Know DPI and OPI 

 

KICKOFF  

Ç Position - R at pylon with HL, U at pylon opposite R, BJ handles ball on HL 

sideline at Kôs restraining line, HL(opposite pressbox)/LJ at R's restraining line. 

Ç Keys - R and U goal line and receiver, HL and LJ 4 outside blocks on their side, 

BJ 3 inside blocks. 

Ç Identify who winds clock 

Ç Box in play (sideline on your side, hash mark across field) - how far up field will 

U and R go and how far downfield will flanks come. 

Ç On-Sides - U move up, have bean bag in hand, SEE BALL - First touching IS 

NOT foul, only spot.  Ball MUST go 10 yards or be touched by R for K to legally 

recover it 
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FIELD GOAL  

Ç Position - R on kicker's foot side, HL and LJ have line, U and BJ under posts.  

4 Man Crew, LJ move under post and R shift to favor LJ side of field. 

Ç Keys - R has kicker, U protects the center, HL and LJ have line and sideline, U 

and BJ have kick (cross bar and posts), break on busted play. 

Ç Remember ball live if not in end zone 

Ç If not successful, and balled crossed the goal line, then ball spotted at 20, 

otherwise it is enforced in the same manner as a punt. 

Ç On Swinging gate, stay in position until team shifts. 

 

PUNT 

Ç Position - R on kicker's kicking foot side, U opposite R 7-10 yards deep, BJ has 

receiver. 

4 Man game, R must shift to favor LJ side of the field, U when pivoting to follow 

action after the punt, should swing towards the LJ side of the field. 

Ç Keys - R has kicker, U line play and protect the center, HL has line, LJ breaks on 

the snap and has first block in front of receiver, BJ has receiver 

Ç BJ - 2 bean bags ïspot of end of kick for PSK enforcement, with the second for 

first touching if it is in a separate location, or for any other situation needing a 

beanbag to mark the spot. 

Ç Discuss PSK enforcement parameters and spots 

Ç Fair catch - good signal, receiver protected and ball dead 

Ç Remember - momentum, kick in end zone is dead, blocking below waist is illegal 

Ç Box in return 
 

GOAL LINE  

Ç Inside 20, BJ has end line and flanks have goal line. 

o Initial move by the flanks at the snap should be rapidly in the direction of 

the goal line, and every attempt should be made to stay in front of the play 

and to beat the play to the goal line. Then work back as necessary in 

response to the action of the play. 

o Work wider on sweeps in order to not get caught in the action. 

o Ensure during the dead ball period to keep the area between yourself and 

the goal line clear of extra spectators, newsmen, an stadium personnel so 

that you have room to get to the goal line and officiate safely. 

Ç Inside 5, HL and LJ move immediately to the GL on snap, and work back if 

necessary.  Work wide to give yourself room on sweep plays.  Move directly 

backwards as a play comes towards you, but stay on the GL position. 

Ç At GL (or at line to gain when close), HL and LJ pinch - stay to field side of GL 

and never come in on end zone side of line. 

Ç Make sure you see the ball 

Ç U can help on runner in end zone (agree on signal) 

Ç On passes in corner, BJ has end line and flank has side line, other should watch 

catch - make eye contact and agree before signal. 

Ç Reverse Goal Line, who comes back to goal line? 
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PENALTY ENFORCEMENT  

Ç While penalty being reported, cover flag and ball 

Ç Report: "Who (team and number), What (infraction), Where (spot of infraction), 

When (live ball/dead ball, during run, during lose ball) 

Ç Umpire should listen to report and confirm yards and spot 

Ç One flank hold previous spot, other flank go to next spot 

 

COUNTING PLAYERS 

Ç R and U count Team A.  U to maintain communications with R before, during and 

after count. 

Ç BJ count Team B.  

Ç LJ and LM count the team from your respective sideline.  Confirm Rôs signal for 

his offensive count.   

CLOCK 

Ç BJ has 25-second play clock 

Ç LJ has game clock 

 

MEASUREMENTS 

Ç BJ holds ball in place 

Ç LJ gets spot for chains (back yard line parallel to sideline with ball) 

Ç HL brings in chains 

Ç U takes front stick and stretches chain 

Ç R supervises and calls measurement 

Ç Remember - if short in side zone, BJ use chain to bring ball into hash mark and 

then HL reset chains to previous position 

Ç ñ5ò gets you ñ1ò 

 

BALL HANDLING  

Ç Spot ball on line after any change of Team possession. 

Ç After any kick or change of Team possession leave old ball on ground, spot new 

ball off old ball then kick out old ball. 

Ç If clock is to wind, spot ball inside sideline. If clock is dead, spot ball outside 

sideline. 

Ç Donôt let ball hit the ground! 
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V. Keys and Formations 
 

Referee 
Primary ï Passer (usually the QB) on all passing plays, and must stay with him 

well after the ball is released and until he moves to participate in the play. Follow 

passer OOB and escort him back to the field 

 

Secondary ï Tackle opposite of passing arm of QB, running backs. This is 

secondary to protecting passerðlook for holding/take-downs  

  

Umpire 

Primary ï All ineligible receivers, center/guardsðholding, illegal blocks 

 

Secondary ï At LOS to rule on ineligibles downfield, illegal forward pass beyond 

LOS 

 

Head Linesman 
Primary ï Widest eligible receiver(s) on near side. May key multiple receivers 

depending on strength and BJ key when strength is deemed to LJ side. Two 

outside receivers in trips formation 

 

Secondary ï Near-side tackle, near-side backðlook for holding, illegal blocks, 

óspring blockô when runner or passer turns upfield 

 

Line Judge 

Primary ï Widest eligible receiver(s) on near side. May key multiple receivers 

depending on strength and BJ key in tight formations. Two outside receivers in 

trips formation 

 

Secondary ï Near-side tackle, near-side backðlook for holding, illegal blocks, 

óspring blockô when runner or passer turns upfield 

 

Back Judge 
Primary ï Second widest receiver on strong side, usually tight end. Third widest 

in trips formation. In balanced formation, second widest on LJ side 

 

Secondary ï Strong side tackle (read for type of play) only when primary key is 

not pressed. 

 

HL/LJ/BJ  
¶ When formation is balanced, strength is to LJ side 

¶ Key receiver off line, but switch to zone coverage after play develops 

¶ All eyes toward ball/intended receivers when pass is thrown
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Double-tight, Single-wing 
formation 

Trips 
formation 

Twin-set (unbalanced) 
formation 

Double-tight, Double-wing 
formation 

P
R
E
S
S 
B
O
X 

HL 

BJ 

LJ 

HL 

BJ 

LJ 

HL 

BJ 

LJ HL 

BJ 

LJ 
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Balanced 4-receiver set 
formation 

Balanced 3-receiver set 
formation 

Double-tight (balanced) 
formation 

Pro (unbalanced) 
formation 

P
R
E
S
S 
B
O

X 

HL 

BJ 

LJ 
HL 

BJ 

LJ 

HL 

BJ 

LJ HL 

BJ 

LJ 
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P
R
E
S
S 
B
O

X 

Wishbone 
formation 

Reference 

Reference 

Reference 

HL 

BJ 

LJ 
HL 

BJ 

LJ 

HL 

BJ 

LJ 
HL 

BJ 

LJ 

(Key tight end on wide side or LJ) 
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VI. Officiating Mechanics ï Crew of Five 

 
Pregame ï On-field 

 
Referee 
¶ Arrive on field at least 15-20 minutes prior to kickoff 

¶ Along with Umpire, meet with both head coaches and discuss the following: 

V Brief introduction 

V In presence of Umpire, verify that all players are legally equipped 

Note: By rule, only head coach may satisfy this requirement 

V Discuss any unusual plays/game situations 

V Verify expectations of sportsmanship 

V Verify length of halftime 

V Verify game is being filmed; instructions to video operator if necessary 

V Obtain name of sideline ñget-backò coach 

V Obtain names of captains (up to four) and spokesman 

V Obtain game ball 

¶ Visually inspect fieldðdirect game mgmt. to remove any hazards 

¶ Observe teams during warm-ups; note QB and K abilities/tendencies 

¶ Distribute captain names to crew and review any special or unusual plays 

¶ Move to 50-yardline facing clock for the coin toss at 3:30 until kickoff (face north 

if no field clock or one at each endðadvise crew in advance if deviating due to 

position of sun)  

 

Umpire 
¶ Arrive on field at least 15-20 minutes prior to kickoff 

¶ Along with Referee, meet with both head coaches for pregame conference 

¶ At conclusion of pregame conference with coaches, secure both game balls 

¶ Instruct ballboys to hand ball directly to you; emphasize their safety on sidelines 

and that they need to pay attention to the game. They need not remain in team box 

and should follow flank official(s) downfield. 

¶ During team warm-ups, spot-check player equipment. Check: 

o Non-clear (tinted) eye shields 

o Casts 

o Jewelry 

o Jersey length/tucked in 

o All pads covered 

o Four-point chinstrap required 

o Gloves and Hand Pads 

o Braces covered from knee and above 

o No bicep bands being worn 

¶ Return to home team bench; secure home team captains at 3:30 until kickoff
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Head Linesman 
¶ Arrive on field at least 15-20 minutes prior to kickoff 

¶ If necessary, remove yard markers to 2 yards off sideline 

¶ Along with Line Judge, verify safety and operation of Line-To-Gain equipment 

¶ Instruct chain crew (see instructions in manual) 

¶ Inspect visiting team sideline and coaching box 

¶ Discuss pregame notes with Referee/Umpire; obtain name of get-back coach 

¶ Introduce yourself to head coach 

¶ Secure and align visiting team captains at 3:30 until kickoff 

 

Line Judge 
¶ Arrive on field at least 15-20 minutes prior to kickoff 

¶ Assist Head Linesman with Line-To-Gain equipment check 

¶ Inspect entire fieldðadjust pylons and/or yardline markers if necessary; verify 

area around endlines are clear 

¶ Inspect home team sideline and coaching box 

¶ Observe teams during warm-ups; note QB and K abilities/tendencies 

¶ Discuss pregame notes with Referee/Umpire; obtain name of get-back coach 

¶ Introduce yourself to head coach 

¶ Secure and align home team captains at 3:30 until kickoff 

¶ Locate Ball Boy if possible and introduce to Umpire 

 

Back Judge 
¶ Arrive on field at least 15-20 minutes prior to kickoff 

¶ Instruct clock operator (see instructions); verify game clock operation 

¶ Secure game balls 

¶ Observe teams during warm-ups; note QB and K abilities/tendencies 

¶ Discuss pregame notes with Referee/Umpire 

¶ Secure and align visiting team captains at 3:30 until kickoff 
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Coin Toss 
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Referee 
¶ At 3:00 on scoreboard clock, signal for captains to be escorted to midfield 

¶ After captain introductions, introduce crew to captains 

¶ Instruct captains to introduce each other and shake hands 

¶ Instruct captains on sportsmanship/leadership 

¶ Obtain coin choice (heads/tails) from visiting captain prior to toss; verify with 

Umpire 

¶ Obtain choice from toss winner; if winning team defers, immediately give signal 

(S10) to press box 

¶ Align teams with back to the goal line they will be defending. Tap shoulder of 

captain who had 1
st
 half choice and while facing same direction as the captains on 

the press box side, signal choice: 

o Swing leg simulating kick 

o Simulate catching/receiving motion 

o Point both arms toward defending goal (same as team timeout signal) if 

team elects to defend a goal 

o In overtime, give first down signal (S8) to team that is first on offense 

¶ Dismiss captains; meet with crew at midfield and verify coin toss results on game 

card 

¶ Dismiss crew and move to kickoff position 

 

Umpire 
 

¶ Assist Line Judge with aligning captains. 

¶ Upon Refereeôs signal, escort captains to midfield. Take position on 45-yardline 

facing Referee. 

¶ When Referee obtains coin toss choice, step forward and verbally verify results 

¶ After captains are dismissed, move to midfield and record results on game card 

 

Head Linesman 
¶ Align visiting team captains with spokesman closest to Referee 

¶ Upon Refereeôs signal, escort captains to midfield.  

¶ Introduce captains to Referee (visiting team before home team). Take position on 

45-yardline facing Referee next to and outside of the Back Judge 

¶ After captains are dismissed, move to midfield and record results on game card  

 

Line Judge 
¶ Align home team captains with spokesman closest to Referee 

¶ Upon Refereeôs signal, escort captains to midfield.  

¶ Introduce captains to Referee (visiting team before home team). Take position on 

45-yardline facing Referee next to and outside of the Umpire 

¶ After captains are dismissed, move to midfield and record results on game card 
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Back Judge  
¶ Assist Head Linesman with aligning captains 

¶ Upon Refereeôs signal, escort captains to midfield. Take position on 45-yardline 

facing Referee 

¶ After captains are dismissed, move to midfield and record results on game card 

¶ Inform Referee which direction to break to his initial kickoff position 

¶ Keep kicking teamôs ball and give other ball to receiving teamôs flank official 

 

After Halftime -No Ceremonial Coin Toss 
¶ Head Linesman and Line Judge go to respective sideline and obtain second half 

options from head coach. 

¶ Line up teams according to each teamôs second half option. 
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Free Kick ï Normal 
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Referee 

Initial position/RFP/Before kick 
¶ 1-2 yards out-of-bounds in-line with receiving teamôs goal line on sideline 

opposite press box 

¶ Count Team R; verify with Umpire 

¶ Starting with the Umpire, check that each official is in position and ready prior to 

signaling the RFP 

¶ Visually scan entire field quickly. If nothing unusual, signal RFP 

  

After kick 
¶ Quickly check flight path of ball, then focus on deep receivers 
¶ Signal to start clock when ball is legally touched by R 
¶ Stay on goal line until certain that kick will not break goal line plane 
¶ Signal touchback if any part of ball breaks the GL plane, or if a Team R receiver 

penetrates with the ball without completing a catch or recovery 
¶ If catch will be made inside 5-yardline, think momentum. Mark with beanbag 
¶ Box in play. If ball is toward Referee, focus on ball carrier and trail play up 

sideline out-of-bounds 
¶ Box in play. If ball is away, focus on first wave of contact, then backside player 

activity. Do not allow illegal or cheap hits behind play or after play. 
¶ Rule on ball status if it crosses the sideline in the field of play 
¶ Referee has sole responsibility for the goal line on a change of possession after a 

catch or recovery. Be at the goal line when the ball arrives  
¶ Be in position to rule at pylon; back up if needed 
  

Umpire 

Initial position/RFP/Before kick 
¶ 1-2 yards out-of-bounds in-line with receiving teamôs goal line on sideline nearest 

press box 

¶ Count Team R; verify with Referee 

¶ Raise one hand when ready 

 

After kick 
¶ Quickly check flight path of ball, then focus on deep receivers 
¶ Signal to start clock when ball is legally touched by R 
¶ Stay on goal line until certain that kick will not break goal line plane 
¶ Signal touchback if any part of ball breaks the GL plane, or if a Team R receiver 

penetrates with the ball without completing a catch or recovery 
¶ If catch will be made inside 5-yardline, think momentum. Mark with beanbag 
¶ Move upfield more quickly if ball is short. Referee has the GL on change of 

possession. Primary responsibility is legality of blocks if not ball carrier  
¶ Box in play. If ball is toward Referee, focus on ball carrier and trail play up 

sideline out-of-bounds 
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¶ Box in play. If ball is away, focus on first wave of contact, then backside player 

activity. Do not allow illegal or cheap hits behind play or after play. 
¶ Rule on ball status if it crosses the sideline in the field of play 
¶ Be in position to rule at pylon; back up if needed 

 

Head Linesman 

Initial position/RFP/Before kick 
¶ 1-2 yards out-of-bounds straddling Team Rôs free-kick line on the sideline 

opposite the press box 

¶ Clear sideline of coaches/players 

¶ Count Team K; verify with Line Judge and Back Judge. Beanbag in hand (be 

prepared for sudden onside kick). Raise one hand when ready (wait for BJ to get 

into position) 

 

After kick  

¶ Verify Team R is not offside. Quickly check flight path of ball, then focus on the 

nearest four kicking team players as they progress downfield. Verify legality of 

blocks 
¶ Signal to start clock when ball is legally touched by R if in your area 
¶ Rule on short kicks out-of-bounds.  
¶ Move with play while remaining on the sideline 
¶ Be alert for fair catch signals 
¶ Box in play by staying wide, rule on legality of blocks. Look for clips, low 

blocks. Note: Team K can contact an opponent from behind above the waist if 

they are attempting to reach a runner or a loose ball that they may legally touch or 

possess (See 6-1-5, 9-3-5-b) 

¶ If ball is to near side, focus on Point of Attack and blocks in front of runner 

¶ If ball is away, focus on illegal or cheap blocks/hits away from the play. Think 

and see the backside of the play 

¶ Stop clock; practice vigilant dead-ball officiating after play is over 

¶ Move to forward-progress spot yardline; assist in ball relay; set chains 

 

Line Judge 

Initial position/RFP/Before kick 
¶ 1-2 yards out-of-bounds straddling Team Rôs free-kick line on the sideline nearest 

the press box 

¶ Clear sideline of coaches/players 

¶ Count Team K; verify with Head Linesman and Back Judge. Beanbag in hand (be 

prepared for sudden onside kick). Raise one hand when ready (wait for BJ to get 

into position) 
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After kick  

¶ Verify Team R is not offside. Quickly check flight path of ball, then focus on the 

nearest four kicking team players as they progress downfield. Verify legality of 

blocks 
¶ Signal to start clock when ball is legally touched by R if in your area 
¶ Rule on short kicks out-of-bounds.  
¶ Move with play while remaining on the sideline 
¶ Be alert for fair catch signals 
¶ Box in play by staying wide, rule on legality of blocks. Look for clips, low 

blocks. Note: Team K can contact an opponent from behind above the waist if 

they are attempting to reach a runner or a loose ball that they may legally touch or 

possess (See 6-1-5, 9-3-5-b) 

¶ If ball is to near side, focus on Point of Attack and blocks in front of runner 

¶ If ball is away, focus on illegal or cheap blocks/hits away from the play. Think 

and see the backside of the play 

¶ Stop clock; practice vigilant dead-ball officiating after play is over 

¶ Move to forward-progress spot yardline; assist in ball relay; verify clock stoppage 
 

Back Judge 

Initial position/RFP/Before kick 
¶ After a try or field goal, retrieve scoring teamôs ball and proceed to Kôs free-kick 

line between the inbounds lines. Hand ball to kicker and instruct him not to kick 

the ball until the Referee has sounded his whistle for the RFP. Spot-check Team 

K equipment 

¶ Count Team K 

¶ Move to a position 1-2 yards out-of-bounds straddling Team Kôs free-kick line on 

the sideline opposite the press box 

¶ Clear sideline of coaches/players 

¶ Beanbag in hand (be prepared for sudden onside kick). Raise one hand when 

ready 

 

After kick  

¶ Verify Team K is not offside. Kill play if any K player has a foot down beyond 

their free-kick line when the ball is kicked. Quickly check flight path of ball, then 

focus on the middle three kicking team players (and kicker) as they progress 

downfield. Verify legality of blocks 
¶ Assist HL and LJ rule on short kicks out-of-bounds.  
¶ Move to middle of field when ball is kicked and trail play. 
¶ Box in play by staying deep, rule on legality of blocks. Look for clips, low blocks. 

Note: Team K can contact an opponent from behind above the waist if they are 

attempting to reach a runner or a loose ball that they may legally touch or possess 

(See 6-1-5, 9-3-5-b) 

¶ Focus on illegal or cheap blocks/hits away from the play. Think and see the 

backside of the play 
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¶ BJ has sole responsibility for Team K goal line on long runbacks. Do not get beat 

to the GL 

¶ Stop clock; practice vigilant dead-ball officiating after play is over 

¶ Assist in ball relay; verify clock stoppage 
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Free Kick ï Onside 

 
 

Referee 

Initial position/RFP/Before kick 
¶ The Referee should be positioned on the goal line or no farther than the 10-15 

yardline in the center of the field, or at least 10 yards behind the deepest receiver. 

In all cases, be able to get to the goal line quickly 

¶ Count Team R 

¶ Starting with the Umpire, check that each official is in position and ready prior to 

signaling the RFP 

¶ Visually scan entire field quickly. If nothing unusual, signal RFP 

  

After kick 

¶ Quickly check flight path of ball, then focus on deep receiver(s) if ball is kicked 

deep. Shift to the wide side of the field and rule on blocks 

¶ Signal to start clock when ball is legally touched by R 

¶ Signal touchback if any part of ball breaks the GL plane, or if a Team R receiver 

penetrates with the ball without completing a catch or recovery 
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¶ Box in play. Focus on first wave of contact, then backside player activity and trail 

play as the runner moves upfield. Do not allow illegal or cheap hits behind play or 

after play. 

¶ Referee has sole responsibility for the goal line on a change of possession after a 

catch or recovery. Be at the goal line when the ball arrives  

¶ If a pile develops after an onside kick, move to communicate with calling 

official(s) but do not ignore dead-ball or backside player conduct 

  

Umpire 

Initial position/RFP/Before kick 
¶ 1-2 yards out-of-bounds in-line with receiving teamôs free-kick line on sideline 

nearest press box. Bump Line Judge up to kicking teamôs free-kick line. 

¶ Count Team R; verify with Head Linesman 

¶ Beanbag in hand; raise one hand when ready 

After kick 
¶ Concentrate on whether was grounded at kick 

¶ Quickly check flight path of ball, then focus on near receivers. Stay on Team Rôs 
free-kick line until a ruling is made regardless if the ball is toward or away 

¶ Signal to start clock when R legally touches ball 
¶ If ball is away, stay on Team R free-kick line and rule on legality of blocks, but 

do not be hesitant to come in and help the crew. Sometimes the wide angle is the 

best  
¶ If the ball is kicked to the near side, focus on the status of the ball only. Beanbag 

any first touching by K.   
¶ Remember to back up straight. Do not come off of the free-kick line until a 

possible first touching rule has been made. Treat this line as you would a goal 

line. 
¶ If ball is grounded, crosses Team Rôs free-kick line and enters a mass of players, 

you must be able to rule on who first possessed it. Do not be hesitant to get into 

the pile and sell the call 
¶ Rule on ball status if it crosses the sideline in the field of play 

 

Head Linesman 

Initial position/RFP/Before kick 
¶ 1-2 yards out-of-bounds in-line with receiving teamôs free-kick line on sideline 

nearest press box. Bump Line Judge up to kicking teamôs free-kick line. 

¶ Count Team R; verify with Umpire 

¶ Beanbag in hand; raise one hand when ready 

After kick 
¶ Concentrate on whether was grounded at kick 

¶ Quickly check flight path of ball, then focus on near receivers. Stay on Team Rôs 
free-kick line until a ruling is made regardless if the ball is toward or away 

¶ Signal to start clock when ball is legally touched by R 
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¶ If ball is away, stay on Team R free-kick line and rule on legality of blocks, but 

do not be hesitant to come in and help the crew. Sometimes the wide angle is the 

best  
¶ If the ball is kicked to the near side, focus on the status of the ball only. Beanbag 

any first touching by K.   
¶ Remember to back up straight. Do not come off of the free-kick line until a 

possible first touching rule has been made. Treat this line as you would a goal 

line. 
¶ If ball is grounded, crosses Team Rôs free-kick line and enters a mass of players, 

you must be able to rule on who first possessed it. Do not be hesitant to get into 

the pile and sell the call 
¶ Rule on ball status if it crosses the sideline in the field of play 

 

Line Judge 

Initial position/RFP/Before kick 
¶ 1-2 yards out-of-bounds straddling Team Kôs free-kick line on the sideline nearest 

the press box 

¶ Clear sideline of coaches/players 

¶ Count Team K; verify with Back Judge.  

¶ Beanbag in hand; raise one hand when ready 

After kick 
¶ Verify Team K is not offside. Kill play if any K player has any part of his body 

beyond their free-kick line when the ball is kicked.As ball is kicked, rule whether 

or not ball is grounded. 
¶ Assist Umpire on short kicks out-of-bounds.  
¶ Box in play by staying wide, rule on legality of blocks. Look for clips, low 

blocks. Note: Team K can contact an opponent from behind above the waist if 

they are attempting to reach a runner or a loose ball that they may legally touch or 

possess (See 6-1-5, 9-3-5-b) 

¶ If ball is to near side, focus on the ball and legality of touching/recovery 

¶ If ball is away, focus on illegal or cheap blocks/hits away from the play. Assist 

Umpire with ruling possession/first touching, selling possession 

¶ Stop clock; practice vigilant dead-ball officiating after play is over 

¶ Move to forward-progress spot yardline; assist in ball relay; verify clock stoppage 
 

Back Judge 

Initial position/RFP/Before kick 
¶ 1-2 yards out-of-bounds straddling Team Kôs free-kick line on the sideline 

opposite the press box 

¶ Clear sideline of coaches/players 

¶ Count Team K; verify with Line Judge.  

¶ Beanbag in hand; raise one hand when ready 

After kick  
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¶ Verify Team K is not offside. Kill play if any K player has any part of his body 

beyond their free-kick line when the ball is kicked. 
¶ As ball is kicked, rule whether or not ball is grounded. 
¶ Assist Umpire on short kicks out-of-bounds.  
¶ Box in play by staying wide, rule on legality of blocks. Look for clips, low 

blocks. Note: Team K can contact an opponent from behind above the waist if 

they are attempting to reach a runner or a loose ball that they may legally touch or 

possess (See 6-1-5, 9-3-5-b) 

¶ If ball is to near side, focus on the ball and legality of touching/recovery 

¶ If ball is away, focus on illegal or cheap blocks/hits away from the play. Assist 

Head Linesman with ruling possession/first touching, selling possession 

¶ Stop clock; practice vigilant dead-ball officiating after play is over 

¶ Assist with removing players from pile; assist in ball relay; verify clock stoppage; 

move to position
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Free Kick ï Safety, Fair Catch 

 
For a free kick following a safety, follow the mechanics outlined for a normal or 

onside free kick with the following exceptions: 

¶ A punt may be used for a free kick following a safety. If chosen, the ball must be 

kicked within one yard behind Kôs free-kick line. The penalty for a free-kick 

infraction foul is a 5-yard penalty (dead-ball). See Rule 6-1-2 

For a free kick following a fair catch or awarded fair catch, follow the mechanics 

outlined for a normal free kick with the following exceptions: 

¶ A punt may not be used for a free kick following a fair catch or awarded fair catch 

¶ A free kick following a fair catch or awarded fair catch may score a field goal if it 

meets the requirements of Rule 8-4-1 

¶ The Referee and Umpire shall be positioned under the goal uprights to rule on the 

scoring attempt. The Referee shall have crossbar responsibilities and the whistle 
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Scrimmage ï Normal 
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 Referee 

Initial position 
¶ At or near the ball when it is spotted. Look to Line Judge for next down or if there 

is a need to check for possible measurement 

¶ Check down/down box; signal down visually and verbally 

¶ Signal RFP within 3-4 seconds of the ball being spotted. Quickly check that crew 

is in position before signaling   

  

After the RFP 
¶ Back out at a 45-degree angle (facing teams and ballðdo not turn back to 

teams/ball) to a position 10-12 yards behind the line of scrimmage in the 

offensive backfield on the passing-arm side of the quarterback and wide enough 

to view all backs, roughly as wide as the near-side tight end position; be able to 

see the snap 
¶ Count Team A; hold signal for flank officials 
¶ Monitor Team A substitutions 
¶ Rule on illegal shifts/false starts 
 

At the snap 
¶ Read progression: SnapðFar-side tackleðQuarterback  

¶ See the entire snap and be able to rule on a fumbled snap 

¶ Read far-side tackle; his actions will immediately signal pass/run 

  

Keys/Mechanics ï Run 
¶ Follow ball/runner and action/blocking around runner. This includes assisting 

flanks with keying play-side tackles 

¶ Stay with QB for a second after hand-off, then stay with runner/point-of-attack 

until he turns upfield 

¶ Flow with play while staying deep and wide. Trail play and as runner moves 

upfield, shift to action behind play 

¶ If QB is the runner, follow him out of bounds into team area and escort him out of 

the sideline area 

¶ Referee had sole responsibility of Team Aôs goal line on change of possession 

¶ Assist flanks with forward progress on plays the result in significant loss of 

yardage 

¶ Move toward dead-ball spot; assist in ball relay; check clock status; dead-ball 

officiate 

¶ Look to Line Judge for first down/next down status 

 

 

Keys/Mechanics ï Pass 
¶ Stay deep and wide of action. Retreat the same number of yards as the passer, 

including a scramble
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¶ Referee should not be too deep to rule on forward/backward pass unless is it 

obvious 

¶ Rule on forward pass/fumble. If the passerôs arm is moving forward at all prior to 
contact, it will be ruled a forward pass. When in doubt, it will be ruled a forward 

pass 

¶ Rule on intentional grounding. Was QB under duress when ball was thrown? 

Slow down and verify with flanks whether a receiver was in the area 

¶ Protect the passer. Stay with QB/passer well after ball is thrown. Do not look 

upfield and allow personal fouls (roughing or otherwise) on QB. Ideally, the 

Referee should not know status or result of downfield action on a pass 

¶ Look for illegal hits on the QB after a change of possession 

¶ Trail play upfield slowly. Look for personal fouls well behind play/action 

¶ Move to forward progress inbounds spot and get status/result from umpire 

¶ Look to Line Judge for first down/next down status 

 

Umpire 

Initial position 
¶ Take initial position over the ball facing the offense. Do not leave the ball 

unattended at any time prior to the RFP unless it is to separate players/potential 

personal fouls. It is the Umpireôs responsibility to keep the snap from occurring 

prior to the RFP 

¶ Verify lateral position of ball on or between inbounds lines 

¶ Communicate number of down to Referee and HL/LJ 

¶ Keep Team B onside 

¶ Spot check uniforms/equipment 

¶ Count Team A, signal and vocalize count to R 

 

After the RFP 
¶ Move around Team Bôs huddle to HLôs side; check down box 

¶ Take a position 5-7 yards behind Team Bôs line of scrimmage between tackles 

¶ Vary lateral position occasionally, but always be in position to clearly see the ball 

prior to and at the snap; do not stand behind linebackers 

¶ Verify with BJ that he has counted Team B 

¶ Verify numbering requirements; find 5 ineligibles 

¶ Visualize Free Blocking Zone 

¶ Rule on false starts/snap infractions/disconcerting signals 

 

At the snap 
¶ Read progression: SnapðGuards 

¶ Key center and both offensive guards (primary), tackle on Refereeôs side 
(secondary) 

¶ Rule on legality of snap 

¶ Rule on all line playðillegal use of hands, holding, chop blocks, legality clipping
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Keys/Mechanics ï Run 
¶ Read direction of guardsðthe initial direction of both guards almost always 

indicates direction of play/ball/runner 

¶ Turn in direction of action and rule on legality of blocks in front of runner 

¶ Move slowly; let players adjust 

¶ If play is directly up middle; remain stationary and/or pivot around to very point-

of-attack action 

¶ Trail play as it moves upfield and rule on backside blocking/personal fouls 

¶ Rarely use whistle, if ever. Instead, use firm voice and verbal commands  

¶ Move to forward progress spot. Retrieve ball directly if ball is dead between 

inbounds lines or move out past inbounds for a ball relay 

¶ After being outside inbounds lines and returning to spot ball, take spot from far-

side official (cross-field mechanics) to avoid having to turn around again 

¶ Spot ball and signal down; make eye contact with Referee and verify that there 

are no fouls or other irregularities 
 

Keys/Mechanics ï Pass 
¶ Read guards for pass protection blocking 

¶ Quickly move to line of scrimmage 

¶ Keep 5 ineligibles in view, even if peripherally 

¶ Pivot on all passes when ball is thrown. Be able to assist on all catch/no-

catch/traps over the middle where the catch/ball is away from HL/LJ/BJ. Sell 

close incomplete pass hard 

¶ Rule on backside personal fouls/low or illegal blocks on long passes and/or 

changes of possession 

¶ Rarely use whistle, if ever. Instead, use firm voice and verbal commands  

¶ Move to forward progress spot. Retrieve ball directly if ball is dead between 

inbounds lines or move out past inbounds for a ball relay 

¶ After being outside inbounds lines and returning to spot ball, take spot from far-

side official (cross-field mechanics) to avoid having to turn around again 

¶ Spot ball and signal down; make eye contact with Referee and verify that there 

are no fouls or other irregularities 

  

Head Linesman 

Initial position 
¶ Pivot to signal down to box man after Refereeôs signal (do not turn entire back to 

field). Take initial position straddling line of scrimmage on or outside sideline 

opposite of press box. Do not start in field of play; instead be able to move in 

quickly and sell close progress 

¶ Keep sideline/coaching box clear 

¶ If first down, mark box spot with heel of downfield foot 

¶ Count 11 on Team A (count and verify with Refereeôs signal) 

¶ Signal next down 

¶ Monitor substitutions; players within 9-yard marks 
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After the RFP 
¶ Count 4 in Team A backfield 

¶ Verbally tell wide receiver where his LOS is 

¶ Signal if widest player is lineman or back (punch back and hold until snap). If 

widest player is on, no signal 

¶ Acknowledge Line Judge if he is punched back 

¶ Rule on false starts/encroachment (dead-ball) by both teams up to near side of 

snapper 

¶ Rule on illegal shifts 

¶ Rule on legality of motion. Primary if motion man is moving away 

¶ Know eligible receivers on near side 

 

At the snap 
¶ Know if formation at snap is legal. If 5 in the backfield, both LJ and HL should 

have flags 

¶ Read progression: SnapðNear-side tackle 

¶ Remain stationary until the play develops 

 

Keys/Mechanics ï Run 
¶ If tackle fires out, read point of attack and rule on legality of blocks in front of 

runner to near side 

¶ Rule on low blocks, crackbacks (illegal block in back), clips, facemasks 

¶ Rule on tackle holding 

¶ If play is a sweep to near side, move into offensive backfield and let play progress 

in front of you. Remain on and move up sideline with play. If play breaks open, 

rule on sideline/out-of-bounds from behind playðBJ has the goal line 

¶ Rule on legality of blocks/hits/tackles on or near sideline 

¶ If ball is away, rule on backside play, personal fouls behind Umpire 

¶ Do not blow the whistle unless the ball is clearly in view when it becomes dead 

by rule. No whistle is acceptable 

¶ On long runs that result in a touchdown, do not signal touchdown late. If you are 

not at the goal line or within 5 yards, the BJ will have the TD signal. Do not 

mirror it late or from any location other than the GL pylon 

¶ If runner steps out or is hit causing him and defenders to go out of bounds, stop 

clock and pivot 90 degrees to follow action. Do not turn back fully from field of 

play but do not ignore dead-ball action in team area 

¶ If forward progress is stopped inbounds near sideline or runner is driven out after 

forward progress is stopped, give two wind-clock signals (S2). If this occurs and 

first down has been made, give two wind-clock signals (S2) followed by stop-

clock signal (S3) 

¶ Always square off progress and move in no farther than halfway to numbers (9-

yard marks) or until players are met. Do not bring progress in past this point 

unless selling a close spot. 
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¶ Utilize cross-field mechanicsðoff-side flank should take spot from covering 

official so that covering official can retrieve ball if necessary. Covering flank 

should visually verify that off-side official has the spot before leaving. Do not be 

in a hurry to get the ball and do not beanbag spot to get ball. Someone will get the 

ball at some pointðit is secondary to the progress spot and dead-ball preventative 

officiating 

¶ Remain stationary if you have the spotðwalking back slowly signifies to the 

Umpire that you donôt have the spot and to take it from the other flank 

 

Keys/Mechanics ï Pass 
¶ If tackle shows pass-protection blocking, shift key to widest eligible receiver on 

near side 

¶ Pause briefly to be in position to rule on forward/backward pass just after snap. 

Punch back if pass in either direction (toward or away) is backward or parallel to 

LOS 

¶ Move downfield to a position approximately halfway between LOS and route of 

your key 

¶ Flank official must keep dividing attention between receiver/DB action and action 

at LOS (pass play/scramble/broken play) 

¶ Think OPI/DPI parameters. PI must be obvious with a clear intent to impede 

¶ If the play is broken and passer/runner turns upfield on near side, stop and step 

back and let play pass in front of you 

¶ Rule on legality of blocks/hits/tackles on or near sideline 

¶ If ball is away, rule on backside play, personal fouls behind Umpire 

¶ Do not blow the whistle unless the ball is clearly in view when it becomes dead 

by rule. No whistle is acceptable 

¶ If runner steps out or is hit causing him and defenders to go out of bounds, stop 

clock and pivot 90 degrees to follow action. Do not turn back fully from field of 

play but do not ignore dead-ball action in team area 

¶ If forward progress is stopped inbounds near sideline or runner is driven out after 

forward progress is stopped, give two wind-clock signals (S2). If this occurs and 

first down has been made, give two wind-clock signals (S2) followed by stop-

clock signal (S3) 

¶ Always square off progress and move in no farther than halfway to numbers (9-

yard marks) or until players are met. Do not bring progress in past this point 

unless selling a close spot. 

¶ Utilize cross-field mechanicsðoff-side flank should take spot from covering 

official so that covering official can retrieve ball if necessary. Covering flank 

should visually verify that off-side official has the spot before leaving. Do not be 

in a hurry to get the ball and do not beanbag spot to get ball. Someone will get the 

ball at some pointðit is secondary to the progress spot and dead-ball preventative 

officiating 

¶ Remain stationary if you have the spotðwalking back slowly signifies to the 

Umpire that you donôt have the spot and to take it from the other flank 
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Line Judge 

Initial position 
¶ Signal next or first down to Referee. Communicate (ñclose, closeò) to Referee if 

there might be a possible measurement. Take initial position straddling line of 

scrimmage on or outside sideline opposite of press box. Do not start in field of 

play; instead be able to move in quickly and sell close progress 

¶ Keep sideline/coaching box clear 

¶ Count home teamðsignal to crew 

¶ Signal next down 

¶ Monitor substitutions; players within 9-yard marks 

 

After the RFP 
¶ Count 11 on Team A (count and verify with Refereeôs signal) 

¶ Count 4 in Team A backfield 

¶ Verbally tell wide receiver where his LOS is 

¶ Signal if widest player is lineman or back (punch back and hold until snap). If 

widest player is on, no signal 

¶ Acknowledge Head Linesman if he is punched back 

¶ Rule on false starts/encroachment (dead-ball) by both teams up to near side of 

snapper 

¶ Rule on illegal shifts 

¶ Rule on legality of motion. Primary if motion man is moving away 

¶ Know eligible receivers on near side 

 

At the snap 
¶ Know if formation at snap is legal. If 5 in the backfield, both LJ and HL should 

have flags 

¶ Read progression: SnapðNear-side tackle 

¶ Remain stationary until the play develops 

 

Keys/Mechanics ï Run 
¶ If tackle fires out, read point of attack and rule on legality of blocks in front of 

runner to near side 

¶ Rule on low blocks, crackbacks (illegal block in back), clips, facemasks 

¶ Rule on tackle holding 

¶ If play is a sweep to near side, move into offensive backfield and let play progress 

in front of you. Remain on and move up sideline with play. If play breaks open, 

rule on sideline/out-of-bounds from behind playðBJ has the goal line 

¶ Rule on legality of blocks/hits/tackles on or near sideline 

¶ If ball is away, rule on backside play, personal fouls behind Umpire 

¶ Do not blow the whistle unless the ball is clearly in view when it becomes dead 

by rule. No whistle is acceptable 
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¶ On long runs that result in a touchdown, do not signal touchdown late. If you are 

not at the goal line or within 5 yards, the BJ will have the TD signal. Do not 

mirror it late or from any location other than the GL pylon 

¶ If runner steps out or is hit causing him and defenders to go out of bounds, stop 

clock and pivot 90 degrees to follow action. Do not turn back fully from field of 

play but do not ignore dead-ball action in team area 

¶ If forward progress is stopped inbounds near sideline or runner is driven out after 

forward progress is stopped, give two wind-clock signals (S2). If this occurs and 

first down has been made, give two wind-clock signals (S2) followed by stop-

clock signal (S3) 

¶ Always square off progress and move in no farther than halfway to numbers (9-

yard marks) or until players are met. Do not bring progress in past this point 

unless selling a close spot. 

¶ Utilize cross-field mechanicsðoff-side flank should take spot from covering 

official so that covering official can retrieve ball if necessary. Covering flank 

should visually verify that off-side official has the spot before leaving. Do not be 

in a hurry to get the ball and do not beanbag spot to get ball. Someone will get the 

ball at some pointðit is secondary to the progress spot and dead-ball preventative 

officiating 

¶ Remain stationary if you have the spotðwalking back slowly signifies to the 

Umpire that you donôt have the spot and to take it from the other flank 

 

Keys/Mechanics ï Pass 
¶ If tackle shows pass-protection blocking, shift key to widest eligible receiver on 

near side 

¶ Pause briefly to be in position to rule on forward/backward pass just after snap. 

Punch back if pass in either direction (toward or away) is backward or parallel to 

LOS 

¶ Move downfield to a position approximately halfway between LOS and route of 

your key 

¶ Flank official must keep dividing attention between receiver/DB action and action 

at LOS (pass play/scramble/broken play) 

¶ Think OPI/DPI parameters. PI must be obvious with a clear intent to impede 

¶ If the play is broken and passer/runner turns upfield on near side, stop and step 

back and let play pass in front of you 

¶ Rule on legality of blocks/hits/tackles on or near sideline 

¶ If ball is away, rule on backside play, personal fouls behind Umpire 

¶ Do not blow the whistle unless the ball is clearly in view when it becomes dead 

by rule. No whistle is acceptable 

¶ If runner steps out or is hit causing him and defenders to go out of bounds, stop 

clock and pivot 90 degrees to follow action. Do not turn back fully from field of 

play but do not ignore dead-ball action in team area 

¶ If forward progress is stopped inbounds near sideline or runner is driven out after 

forward progress is stopped, give two wind-clock signals (S2). If this occurs and 
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first down has been made, give two wind-clock signals (S2) followed by stop-

clock signal (S3) 

¶ Always square off progress and move in no farther than halfway to numbers (9-

yard marks) or until players are met. Do not bring progress in past this point 

unless selling a close spot. 

¶ Utilize cross-field mechanicsðoff-side flank should take spot from covering 

official so that covering official can retrieve ball if necessary. Covering flank 

should visually verify that off-side official has the spot before leaving. Do not be 

in a hurry to get the ball and do not beanbag spot to get ball. Someone will get the 

ball at some pointðit is secondary to the progress spot and dead-ball preventative 

officiating 

¶ Remain stationary if you have the spotðwalking back slowly signifies to the 

Umpire that you donôt have the spot and to take it from the other flank 

 

Back Judge 

Initial position 
¶ 20-25 yards behind Team Bôs line of scrimmage between the uprights in a 

position to key tight end or second receiver in on strong side. Never outside the 

hashmarks and always 5-10 yards behind deepest defensive back 

¶ Signal next down 

¶ Do not have whistle in mouth at any time prior to down 

¶ The Back Judge is in the best position to dead-ball officiate. Do not disregard this 

responsibility 

¶ Assist with relaying ball, but do not disregard player activity just to retrieve ball 

¶ Positive knowledge of clock status is primary responsibility of Back Judge 

 

After the RFP 
¶ Start 25-second play clock 

¶ Count Team B and signal to U that you have the count. 

¶ Read formation and know all eligible receivers. Motion/shifts may change 

eligibility  

 

At the snap 
¶ Read progression: Key is pressedðstay with key. Key is not pressedðread key-

side tackle 
¶ Stay with primary key based on formation if he is pressed. Otherwise, key tackle 

on key side of formation and read run/pass 

¶ If key is pressed, know if he was held at the line 

¶ Regardless of run/pass, take three walking steps backðit is much easier to 

officiate while remaining stationary. Additionally, it is easier to dead-ball officiate 

by being in a closer position after a short run/pass
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Keys/Mechanics ï Run 
¶ Read point of attack and focus on legality of blocks in front of runner. Look for 

crackbacks, clipping, low blocks in front of play but behind Umpire 

¶ Look for holding by offensive receivers in front of play at or near point of attack 

¶ If play ends in pile near sideline or in a side zone, move toward pile but focus on 

area behind Umpire when moving in. Do not miss personal fouls/late hits after 

play because you were in a hurry to retrieve the ball. Get to pile in sideline and 

escort players out of opposing team bench 

¶ Fade back to leave at least a 10-yard cushion between position and action 

¶ If play breaks, BJ must be at the goal line when the runner crosses 

¶ When signaling TD, pivot with the runner to observe possible dead-ball 

unsportsmanlike fouls or late personal fouls 

¶ After play, note clock status and assist in ball relay (secondary to dead-ball 

officiating, but that is not an excuse for lack of hustle) 

 

Keys/Mechanics ï Pass 
¶ After initial action on key is observed, follow key while reading QB. Although it 

takes practice, learning to glance back that the QBôs eyes will allow the BJ to be 

in better position to box in the action on the intended receiver with the flank 

officials 

¶ Think OPI/DPI, illegal use of hands. For PI, see the entire play, process it for 

obvious intent to impede, and then determine if a foul was committed. Do not 

rush this call 

¶ Do not rush to fade backðlet the play come to you while keeping a cushion; 

however, do not let any play get between your position and the goal line 

¶ On long pass plays, it may be necessary to switch to a zone coverage and the BJ 

will need to take the deepest receiver 

¶ Regardless of keys, all eyes to the ball when it is thrown 

¶ See the entire play from the inside looking out, process it, and then make a ruling 

¶ There is no rush to signal, be it touchdown or incomplete pass. Slow down 
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Scrimmage ï Goal Line 
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Referee 
¶ No change in position. Be prepared for score signal by crew. If given, scan area 

for flags or any other irregularities, then give score signal (S5) to press box 

 

Reverse goal line:  

o Position on Team A endline 

o Be alert for ball OOB beyond end zone sidelines or endline 

o Rule on force into Team A end zone, illegal batting 

o Assist flanks with forward progress 

 

Umpire 
¶ No change in position 

¶ Assist flanks with run up middle crossing goal line. Agree in pre-game conference 

what signal will be used to notify flanks that a ball is in the end zone. Signal must 

be inconspicuous. Do not give touchdown signal (S5) 

¶ Assist with goal line pileups 

¶ Do not allow forward progress spot to be closer to GL than ½-yardline 

 

Reverse goal line:  

o No change in position 

 

Head Linesman 
¶ Start at normal position straddling LOS at sideline 

¶ Communicate with BJ when you will take GL and BJ can go to endline 

¶ Inside 5-yardline, move immediately to pylon and officiate back toward ball 

¶ Inside 20-yardline, make initial move rapidly towards the GL and attempt to stay 

in front of the action of the play in order to beat the ball to the GL, officiate back 

toward the ball as play dictates.  Officiate wider in order to give yourself room on 

sweep plays and passes to your sideline. 

¶ Be at goal line when ball arrives/crosses 

¶ If play develops toward near-side GL pylon, DO NOT come off pylon; instead, 

move straight back from pylon while remaining inline with GL plane 

¶ Rule on forward progress. Either ball is in end zone or spot on ½-yardline. Do not 

spot nose of ball 6ò from GL 

¶ If ball is in end zone, come in with touch signal (S5) on GL. If ball did not break 

plane, come in with forward progress spot in the field of play  

¶ Communicate with BJ on deep passes to corner of endline and sideline in Team 

Bôs EZ 

 
Reverse goal line: 

o Inside Team A 5-yardline, start at normal position then move back to Team A 

pylon at snap. Rule on forward progress out of Team A end zone. If ball becomes 

dead with any part in Team Aôs end zone, it is a safety 
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Line Judge 
¶ Start at normal position straddling LOS at sideline 

¶ Communicate with BJ when you will take GL and BJ can go to endline 

¶ Inside 5-yardline, move immediately to pylon and officiate back toward ball 

¶ Inside 20-yardline, make initial move rapidly towards the GL and attempt to stay 

in front of the action of the play in order to beat the ball to the GL, officiate back 

toward the ball as play dictates.  Officiate wider in order to give yourself room on 

sweep plays and passes to your sideline. 

¶ Be at goal line when ball arrives/crosses 

¶ If play develops toward near-side GL pylon, DO NOT come off pylon; instead, 

move straight back from pylon while remaining inline with GL plane 

¶ Rule on forward progress. Either ball is in end zone or spot on ½-yardline. Do not 

spot nose of ball 6ò from GL 

¶ If ball is in end zone, com in with touch signal (S5) on GL. If ball did not break 

plane, come in with forward progress spot in the field of play  

¶ Communicate with BJ on deep passes to corner of endline and sideline in Team 

Bôs EZ 

 
Reverse goal line: 

o Inside Team A 5-yardline, start at normal position then move back to Team A 

pylon at snap. Rule on forward progress out of Team A end zone. If ball becomes 

dead with any part in Team Aôs end zone, it is a safety 

 

 

Back Judge 
¶ Take position on Team B goal line when ball is snapped between 20-25 yardline 

¶ Communicate with flanks as to when to release GL to them. Advise them of your 

starting positionðGL, ½ in EZ (flanks will have GL), or endline 

¶ When on end line, communicate with flanks before signaling on deep passes at 

corner of EZ endline and sideline 

 

Reverse goal line: 

o No change in position
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Scrimmage Kick ï Punt 


