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Monitor Pregame Warmups

• Officials shall position themselves so 
they may enforce a 10-yard buffer 
zone; no players are to enter the 10-
yard buffer zone between the 45 yard 
lines.

• The crew shall inspect the entire field 
prior to teams entering.

• The Umpire should spot check player 
equipment.

• The Line Judge and Field Judge 
ensure that the game balls are 
available (checked by Referee) and 
instruct ball retrievers on their duties.
– Side Judge (and Head Linesman) should 

have similar discussion if game balls will 
be run from both sides.

• The Head Linesman and Side Judge 
shall meet with the chain crew before 
the game. Inspect chains, down marker 
and field markings relative to chain 
length.

• Introduce yourself to the head coach.
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Coin Toss

• Three minutes before the 
scheduled game time, the Referee
and Umpire should be in the center 
of the field.

• Upon a signal from the Referee, 
the Field Judge and Side Judge 
escort their respective captains (4 
maximum) to the inbounds line, 
then return to the vicinity of the 
sideline.

• The Head Linesman, Line Judge 
and Back Judge remain at the 
sideline. No team personnel are to 
be on the field during the toss.

• The Line Judge should have a 
game ball from each team in his 
possession. Once the toss is 
completed, the correct ball can be 
given to the Back Judge for the 
opening kickoff.
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Free Kick 1

• Referee: Starting position is in the 
middle of the field on the goal line. 
When players and officials are ready, 
once the Back Judge has reached the 
sideline after handing the ball to the 
kicker, sound your whistle and give the 
ready-for-play signal. Be alert for a 
touchback when the ball breaks the 
plane of the goal line. You are 
responsible for the goal line. You are 
responsible for the play clock and for 
knowing if Team K had at least four 
players on both sides of the kicker.

• Head Linesman: Starting position is on 
the sideline opposite the press box at 
Team R’s goal line. You have goal line 
and pylon responsibility.

• Line Judge: Starting position is on the 
sideline on the press box side at Team 
R’s goal line. You have goal line and 
pylon responsibility.

NOTE: High School Free Kicks are from the K40 not the K35.
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Free Kick 2

• Side Judge: Assist in clearing your 
sideline. Starting position is on the 
sideline opposite the press box on 
Team R’s restraining line. Side Judge 
keys on Team K players two and three 
on his side of the field.

• Field Judge: Assist in clearing your 
sideline. Starting position is on the 
sideline on the press box side at Team 
R’s restraining line. Field Judge keys on 
Team K players two and three on his 
side of the field.

• Note: Team K player one is not 
accounted for in the keys as he 
normally is not threatened until he 
reaches the Head Linesman or Line 
Judge’s zone.

NOTE: High School Free Kicks are from the K40 not the K35.
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Free Kick 3

• Umpire: Starting position is on the 
sideline opposite the press box on 
Team K’s restraining line. You are 
responsible for clearing your sideline to 
Team K’s endline. Umpire keys on 
Team K players four and five from his 
sideline and observes action on the 
kicker. Ensure Team K players are 
within five yards of their restraining line.

• Back Judge: You are responsible for 
clearing your sideline to Team K’s 
endline. After handing the ball to the 
kicker, starting position is on the 
sideline on the press box side at Team 
K’s restraining line. Back Judge keys 
on Team K players four and five on his 
side of the field. You are responsible for 
Team K’s goal line on any long return. 
Ensure Team K players are within five 
yards of their restraining line.

NOTE: High School Free Kicks are from the K40 not the K35.
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Free Kick - Coverage 1

• All: Once the ball is kicked, observing 
the players is your primary 
responsibility. Do not focus on the flight 
of the ball.

• Referee: Move laterally to be in 
position to see action at the point of 
attack. You are primarily responsible for 
illegal blocks. Follow the play and 
observe action in front of the runner. Be 
alert for a handoff and a reverse.

• Head Linesman and Line Judge: 
Wind the clock when the ball is legally 
touched in the field of play, unless the 
ball is caught or recovered by a player 
who is legally down. Stay at the goal 
line until it is no longer threatened. 
When the runner is on your side of the 
field, you are responsible for blocks at 
the point of attack and the runner. 
When you do not have the ball, take a 
position to observe blocks on the 
backside of the runner.

NOTE: High School Free Kicks are from the K40 not the K35.
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Free Kick - Coverage 2

• Umpire and Back Judge: The Umpire 
will watch illegal action on the kicker. 
Move between the numbers and the 
hash mark. Move downfield no more 
than eight to 10 yards. Observe action 
mainly toward the center of the field, 
observing off-ball action. If kick is to 
opposite side, move to the hash mark. 
Move downfield no more than eight to 
10 yards. Observe action mainly toward 
the center of the field, observing off-ball 
action.

• Side Judge and Field Judge: Know if 
the ball was kicked into the ground. 
Move no more than 10 yards toward 
Team R’s goal line. That will give better 
coverage in the critical area where 
contact occurs between the kicking and 
receiving team.

NOTE: High School Free Kicks are from the K40 not the K35.
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Onside Kick - Positioning and Zones

• Referee: Starting position is slightly behind and 
to one side of a deep receiver. However, the 
Referee is responsible for Team R’s goal line. 
When players and officials are ready, once the 
Back Judge has reached the sideline after 
handing the ball to the kicker, sound your whistle 
and give the ready-for play signal. Be alert to 
ensure there are at least four players on either 
side of the kicker.

• Back Judge: After handing the ball to the kicker, 
starting position is on the sideline on the press 
box side at Team K’s restraining line.

• Umpire: Starting position is on the sideline 
opposite the press box on Team K’s restraining 
line.

• Field Judge: Starting position is on the sideline 
on the press box side at Team R’s restraining 
line.

• Side Judge: Starting position is on the sideline 
opposite the press box on Team R’s restraining 
line.

• Line Judge: Starting position is on the sideline 
on the press box side, midway between the two 
restraining lines.

• Head Linesman: Starting position is on the 
sideline opposite the press box, midway 
between the two restraining lines.

NOTE: High School Free Kicks are from the K40 not the K35.
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Onside Kick - Coverage 1

• Referee: Be prepared if Team K kicks 
deep instead of onside.

• Umpire and Back Judge: Have bean 
bag in hand. Treat Team K’s restraining 
line as a plane. Any player (other than 
the kicker or holder) breaking the plane 
before the ball is kicked should be 
called for encroachment. If the kick is to 
your side, you have secondary 
responsibility for touching by either 
team. If the kick is to the opposite side, 
you are responsible for blocking. Be 
alert for a fair-catch signal by Team R 
and be prepared to cover the play if a 
Team R player recovers the kick and 
attempts to advance the ball.

• All: Remember that the clock needs to 
be properly started and stopped on 
onside kick plays.

NOTE: High School Free Kicks are from the K40 not the K35.
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Onside Kick - Coverage 2

• Head Linesman and Line Judge: 
Have bean bag in hand. Observe 
blocking by both teams. Know if the ball 
was kicked into the ground. Be alert for 
a fair-catch signal by Team R and be 
prepared to cover the play if a Team R 
player recovers the kick and attempts 
to advance the ball.

• Side Judge and Field Judge: Have 
bean bag in hand. You must know if the 
kick broke the plane of Team R’s 
restraining line. You are primarily 
responsible for touching by either team. 
Be alert for a fair-catch signal by Team 
R and be prepared to cover the play if a 
Team R player recovers the kick and 
attempts to advance the ball. You 
retreat and cover if the ball is kicked 
deep.

NOTE: High School Free Kicks are from the K40 not the K35.
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Punts - Positioning and Zones 1

• Referee: Take a position slightly behind 
and to the side of the kicker, outside 
the tight end position and on the 
kicking-foot side. See the ball from 
snap to kick and observe the blockers 
and kicker at the same time. Be in 
position to be at a 45-degree angle with 
kicker when the ball is kicked. If the 
kicker is near the endline, straddle the 
endline and warn the kicker before the 
snap.

• Umpire: Position is approximately 10 
yards off the line. Find a spot that 
allows you to observe the action on and 
around the snapper.

• Head Linesman and Line Judge: Take 
your basic position and officiate as on a 
scrimmage play. Hold your position until 
the ball crosses the line.
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Punts - Positioning and Zones 2

• Field Judge and Side Judge: Take a 
position on your sideline no less than 
five yards behind the deepest receiver. 
Weather conditions and the kicker’s 
ability will help dictate when to take a 
position on the goal line. When the ball 
is snapped at approximately Team K’s 
45 yardline, take an initial position at 
the goal line pylon.

• Back Judge: The basic position is no 
less than five yards behind and at the 
side of the deepest receiver, favoring 
the wide side of the field. However, if 
the deepest receiver takes a position 
inside his 10 yardline, line up on the 
goal line. Work to maintain a 45-degree 
angle with the receiver while the ball is 
in flight.
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Punts - Coverage 1

• Referee: Primarily responsible for 
observing the shield in front of the 
kicker. Observe players while 
proceeding slowly downfield if the kick 
remains inbounds. If the flight of the 
kick is toward a sideline, move quickly 
to a position in line with the flight. Raise 
your hand, signaling the covering 
official to begin walking toward the area 
where the ball went out of bounds. 
When the covering official reaches the 
spot, chop down with your arm. Be alert 
for action on the kicker until the kicker 
regains his balance or moves to 
participate in the play.

• Umpire: Observe the blocks of Team K 
and action by Team R players. Pay 
particular attention to the Team R 
player over the snapper. Turn and 
move toward the return area.
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Punts - Coverage 2

• Head Linesman: After the snap, hold 
your position until the ball crosses the 
neutral zone and signal if the kick is 
tipped. Move slowly downfield after the 
kick crosses the line, covering play, or 
ahead of the runner if the Side Judge 
has the runner. You have goal line 
responsibility. Therefore, you must 
maintain an appropriate cushion ahead 
of the runner.

• Line Judge: Assist Referee in 
observing the shield in front of the 
kicker. When the kick crosses the line, 
move slowly downfield, covering play, 
or ahead of the runner if the Field 
Judge has the runner. You have goal 
line responsibility. Therefore, you must 
maintain an appropriate cushion ahead 
of the runner.
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Punts - Coverage 3

• Field Judge and Side Judge: Primary 
coverage of the gunner on your side of the 
field. When it’s obvious the kicked ball will 
not land on your side of the field, move to 
a position to observe action in front of the 
receiver. If the return is to your side, take 
over the runner as soon as he starts to 
advance the ball. Be alert for fair catch 
signals and the actions of players when a 
signal is given. The offside official is 
responsible for blocking by the fair-catch 
signaler. Be prepared to rule on 
interference with the catch opportunity by 
your gunner and the legality of handoffs 
on the return. Follow the ball if the 
receiver fails to field a kick in your area. If 
initial starting position is on the goal line, 
Field Judge and Side Judge must remain 
on the goal line until it is no longer 
threatened. If initial position is not on the 
goal line, Field Judge and Side Judge 
must move immediately to the goal line 
should it be threatened at any point during 
the down.
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Punts - Coverage 4

• Back Judge: Have a bean bag in hand. Work to 
maintain a 45-degree angle with the receiver 
while the ball is in flight, and adjust your position 
to maintain the prescribed depth behind the 
receiver. When it appears the kicked ball will 
land anywhere other than obviously out of 
bounds, be prepared to rule on the status of a 
ball that goes into the end zone and the validity 
of a fair catch signal. Primary responsibility for 
interference with the catch opportunity and the 
legality of handoffs on the return. Bag the spot of 
the catch or recovery anywhere in the field of 
play, sideline to sideline. Follow the ball if the 
receiver fails to field a kick. When the runner 
advances, observe blocking in the middle of the 
field in front of the runner and give up coverage 
of the runner to the Side Judge and Field Judge. 
When it is obvious the kicked ball will land out of 
bounds or inside the area between sideline and 
nine-yard marks, concentrate on the action in 
front of the runner after the catch is made and 
move into position to cover play around the 
runner. If all deep officials are lined up on the 
goal line and there is a short kick, the Back 
Judge has primary responsibility for the ball and 
must leave the goal line if necessary.
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Scoring Kick - Positioning and Zones 1

• Referee: Starting position is even with 
an approximately 10 yards wide of the 
potential kicker, facing the holder. 
Observe the motion of the backs within 
your line of vision and action on the 
kicker and holder. Be prepared to move 
with the ball if the snap cannot be 
controlled by the holder. Cover as usual 
if the play results in a run or pass. 
Signal a score only after being positive 
that requirements are met.

• Umpire and Side Judge: On all kick 
trys and field goal attempts, the Side 
Judge will be a “double umpire.” The 
Side Judge should be positioned on the 
side of the defensive formation that has 
more players. The Umpire and Side 
Judge should adjust based on the field 
position, generally five to seven yards, 
but not more than eight yards, off the 
ball. Both should observe line play and 
be alert for the pull and shoot. Umpire 
is primary to observe defensive action 
on the snapper.
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Scoring Kick - Positioning and Zones 2

• Head Linesman and Line Judge: Take 
regular positions. Be ready to cover 
sideline from the line of scrimmage to the 
goal line. Both are responsible for 
covering the play on short field goal and 
try attempts and fake field goals. Neither 
official should leave the line of scrimmage 
until the ball has crossed the neutral zone.

• Field Judge and Back Judge: Take 
positions inside the limit line to look up the 
upright of the goal on your side of the 
field. You are responsible for ruling on the 
success or failure of field-goal attempts. 
The official nearest the ball rules on the 
play. Both should be prepared to move 
out into position to cover a play in the end 
zone or on short field goal and try 
attempts. Be prepared for illegal touching 
or batting of ball, a blocked kick or a kick 
striking an upright or crossbar. If the ball 
strikes the crossbar, the Back Judge is 
responsible for the ruling. The Back Judge 
is responsible for the endline. The Field 
Judge moves to any position that will 
allow him to help on the play.
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Running Play - Coverage 1

• Referee: After the snap, observe the action behind the line and the runner to the neutral 
zone, as well as action on the ball and the quarterback on handoffs and backward 
passes. Once you read run, focus on the blocks on the front side (the area immediately 
around) of the point of attack. Assist in spotting the ball on runs that end in the side zone 
and out of bounds. Stay with the runner behind the line. Trail but don’t chase the runner 
into the side zone, covering behind the play. If the quarterback goes out of bounds, 
coordinate sideline coverage with the Head Linesman or Line Judge to ensure the spot is 
maintained and players return to the field. On option plays, if the quarterback keeps the 
ball and turns upfield, assume responsibility for the trailing back until there is no longer a 
threat of a foul. If the quarterback pitches the ball, stay with the quarterback. After any 
change of possession, be alert for action on the quarterback. Specifically, be alert for 
targeting fouls at all times and illegal blocks.
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Running Play - Coverage 2

• Umpire: After the snap and on plays between the tackles, focus on the point of attack in front of and 
around the runner. Be especially alert for offensive and defensive holding and chop blocks. On plays 
outside the tackles, slowly turn toward the flow and observe action on the back side (the area that is 
behind and away from the runner) of the flow. In addition to offensive and defensive holding and chop 
block, be alert for clipping fouls behind the play. If the ball is dead between the hashmarks, place the 
ball in accordance with the forward progress designated by the wing official. If the ball is dead in a side 
zone or out of bounds, assist in relaying the ball to the Referee for placement.

• Head Linesman and Line Judge: After the snap, the Line Judge may take two steps into the backfield 
to read the point of attack and observe blocking. Observe the initial action on or by interior lineman 
nearest you and by the offensive player who is your designated responsibility. Observe the blocking in 
front of the runner behind the line of scrimmage or in the neutral zone. Determine forward progress 
when necessary. You have the runner in your side zone to Team B’s two yard line, attempting to 
maintain 5 to 10 yards of separation. When the flow of play is away from your position, move downfield 
and clean up action behind the play.
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Running Play - Coverage 3

• Side Judge and Field Judge: After the snap, observe action involving the widest 
receiver on your side of the field. Box in the widest player. Cover your sideline from about 
20 yards beyond the neutral zone, trying to maintain a 15- to 20-yard cushion to the goal 
line. Do not turn your back toward the play. If the play is to your side of the field, the 
Head Linesman or Line Judge marks the out-of-bounds spot and you clean up action 
around the play. On long runs, be prepared to rule on goal line plays.

• Back Judge: After the snap, observe action on or by eligible receivers on which you are 
keying. Move laterally and backward to observe actions of players behind the Umpire and 
ahead of the runner as the ball moves toward a sideline. Be ready to take over on 
cutback and breakaway runs. Go to the football when it becomes dead in your immediate 
area. When the play is not in your area, hold your position and observe the action after 
the ball becomes dead. Assume coverage of any runner who breaks loose and goes 
downfield. When the runner goes out of bounds, cover the area around the runner. On 
long runs, be prepared to rule on goal line plays.
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Goal Line - Positioning and Zones 1

• Referee: Starting position is the same as for any scrimmage play. Signal a score only if 
you’re positive all requirements have been met. If the ball is snapped on or inside Team 
B’s seven yard line, you are responsible for knowing if a pass is backward or forward. 

• Umpire: Starting position needn’t be as deep as scrimmage plays. When the ball is 
snapped on or inside Team B’s seven yard line, you are primarily responsible for the line 
of scrimmage in determining if the passer was beyond the line of scrimmage and if the 
pass is beyond the line of scrimmage.

• Head Linesman and Line Judge: Starting position is the same as for any scrimmage 
play. You are responsible for the goal line when the ball is snapped on or inside Team 
B’s seven yard line. In order to rule on a score, you must be on the goal line. Be alert for 
a pass.
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Goal Line - Positioning and Zones 2

• Side Judge and Field Judge: When the ball is snapped outside Team B’s 25 yard line, 
starting position is the same as for any scrimmage play. When the ball is snapped from 
inside Team B’s 25 yard line to Team B’s seven yard line (HL call), starting position is on 
the goal line at the pylon and you are responsible for the goal line. You should never take 
an initial position between the seven yard line and the goal line. In order to rule on a 
score, you must be on the goal line. When the ball is snapped from Team B’s seven yard 
line in, starting position is on the corner pylon.

• Back Judge: When the ball is snapped outside Team B’s 25 yard line, starting position is 
the same as for any scrimmage play. When the ball is snapped on or inside Team B’s 25 
yard line to the goal line, starting position is on the endline. You may get help from the 
deep wings on passes to the corners of the end zone. When the ball is snapped from 
Team B’s seven yard line in, you will get help on the endline from the deep wings. On a 
close play, look through and coordinate with the official facing the receiver.
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Reverse Goal Line Mechanics

• When Team A snaps the ball on or inside its own three yard line, the Head Linesman and Line Judge 
must use reverse goal line mechanics.

• Move immediately to the goal line at the snap.

• If the snap is between the three and five yard line, the Line Judge retreats immediately to the goal line 
and the Head Linesman reads the play and retreats to the goal line if necessary.

• If the ball is snapped between Team A’s five and 10 yard lines, the Line Judge should be prepared to 
move to the goal line if the play dictates.

• Remember that a Team A runner must advance the ball completely over the goal line to avoid a 
safety.

• Be alert for fumbles and know which team provided the impetus for a ball that goes into the end zone.
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Forward Pass - Coverage 1

• Referee: Primarily responsible for the tackle on the 
opposite side; any other lineman who is a threat for 
a foul; and the passer, who is your responsibility 
until there is no threat of a foul. Verbally alert 
defenders when the passer has released the ball. 
Assist the Line Judge on the legality of a forward 
pass thrown beyond or behind the neutral zone, or 
out of bounds. Be prepared to rule on intentional 
grounding. You shall receive help from the covering 
official in respect to eligible receivers being in the 
area and the designated wing official on status of 
the pass crossing the line. When the quarterback 
drops back, retreat at a 45-degree angle to maintain 
a proper cushion. When there is a trips formation to 
the Line Judge’s side, assist to watch action of the 
tackle on that side. After any change of possession, 
be alert for action on the quarterback. Specifically, 
be alert for targeting fouls at all times and illegal 
blocks.

• Umpire: When you read a forward pass, adjust your 
position to maintain a clear view of the center and 
two guards and to avoid oncoming pass receivers. 
Assist the Line Judge in knowing whether or not a 
forward pass crossed the neutral zone. Be prepared 
to pivot on all passes and assist on ruling on 
trapped passes. Continue to observe your area of 
responsibility until the pass is thrown and be aware 
of ineligibles downfield. When the ball is snapped 
on or inside either team’s five yard line, you are 
primarily responsible to rule if a pass crossed the 
line or if the passer was beyond the line.
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Forward Pass - Coverage 2

• Head Linesman: When you read a forward pass, 
your primary responsibility is to your receiver, so be 
prepared to move downfield along the sideline at a 
pace that allows you to stay in control and maintain 
focus on your keys. This could be quickly, more 
slowly or not at all depending on how the play 
develops and the pace and routes of the receivers. 
Keep in mind that you can still maintain coverage of 
your key even if reading the play would position you 
closer to the line of scrimmage. Movement should 
be deliberate and with purpose and avoid any 
preset distance that you feel you should always 
achieve. Rarely will your drift be more than five 
yards downfield prior to the pass being thrown; 
however that could be extended in certain situations 
such as the long pass at the end of a half to the end 
zone, or fourth and long. Note: The drift should only 
take place if your key takes you downfield. For 
example, if your key stays in to block, you should 
not move downfield. If your key does move 
downfield, do not advance beyond him. Once the 
pass is thrown, especially if thrown in your area of 
responsibility, reducing movement while the ball is 
in the air will improve your ability to see the play 
more accurately. If your receiver is not threatened, 
assist with the tackle on your side. You are 
responsible for covering pass receptions in the area 
between the line of scrimmage and the deep 
officials. Provide information to the Referee on 
eligible receivers in the area of the pass. If the pass 
is thrown out of your area, observe the action of 
players other than the pass receiver after you have 
observed the pass being caught, intercepted or 
incomplete.
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Forward Pass - Coverage 3

• Line Judge: The basic responsibility for preliminary 
action on the line is the same as during a running 
play. When you read a forward pass, your primary 
responsibility is to your tackle and your receiver. If 
your receiver goes downfield or is threatened, he 
has priority over the tackle. If the pass is thrown out 
of your area, observe the action of players other 
than the pass receiver after you have observed the 
pass being caught, intercepted or incomplete. You 
are primarily responsible to rule on whether a pass 
is forward or backward behind the line of 
scrimmage and shall punch back on backward 
passes. Be prepared to rule whether the pass was 
thrown from behind or beyond the line of 
scrimmage. Provide information to the Referee on 
eligible receivers in the area of the pass. Primary 
responsible for spots when the end of the run is in 
the backfield (QB sack).

• Side Judge and Field Judge: Observe contact on 
your eligible receiver and the defensive back. Cover 
the sideline from your original position to the 
endline. Maintain deep positioning, Cover the play 
and watch the defenders’ action on the receiver 
when the ball is thrown in your area. Be particularly 
alert when a receiver flashes back toward the ball.

• Back Judge: The basic responsibility for 
preliminary action on the line are the same as 
during a running play. You are responsible for 
action on your designated receiver from the time the 
ball is snapped until it may be necessary to release 
your specific player responsibility so you can cover 
the action in your zone. The man in motion will be 
put into the normal numbering of wide man, second 
man in, etc. and is determined at the snap.
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Forward Pass - Coverage 4

• All: Be alert for eligible receivers out of bounds and 
for an illegal pass (especially after a completion); 
observe touching or catching by an ineligible player; 
watch particularly for holding and all contact beyond 
the neutral zone before and after the pass is 
thrown. When ruling on a reception at the sideline, 
give the incomplete signal or the timeout signal (if 
the pass is complete). After an incompletion, form a 
relay to return the ball to the official nearest the 
previous spot. When there is a change of team 
possession, immediately switch to reverse 
mechanics to cover the return and the goal line. Be 
sure the result of the play is properly communicated 
to the Referee.

Coverage Notes:

• As a pass play develops, officials may be required 
to shift their focus from their initial keys and go to 
“zone coverage,” observing players in their area.

• When a pass is thrown, all officials except the 
Referee must focus on the spot of the catch. That is 
essential for the Umpire, who must immediately turn 
in the direction of the pass, especially short over the 
middle.

• Judging whether or not a catch was made and the 
legality of the contact on the receiver are 
paramount. If the pass is caught, officials resume 
watching players in their zone If there is a question 
on the catch, the officials on the opposite side of the 
field may be able to help rule on the play.

• The Head Linesman and Line Judge may be 
responsible for backs if they come out of the 
backfield to run pass patterns.
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• Strength of the formation is determined by the number of eligible 

receivers on a side of the formation that are OUTSIDE the tackles.

• Motion may change the strength of the formation and the motion man’s 

position is determined at the snap.

• A numbering system is used to help identify initial keys.

– The widest receiver is number 1, next widest is number 2, etc.

– At the snap, if there is a number 3 receiver, he is the Back Judge’s key, the 

Head Linesman or Line Judge has number 2 and the Side Judge or Field 

Judge has number 1.

Terms and Concepts
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• Keys get really exciting for the referee and umpire…

• Referee: Quarterback, backs and help on tackles. 

• Umpire: Interior linemen.

Referee and Umpire

http://www.mcoa.org/index.htm
http://www.mcoa.org/index.htm


FOCUS  - CONCENTRATION  - COMMUNICATION|2015 CFOA Football Field Clinic

Double Wing, Balanced Formation

• Field Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the flanker.

• Back Judge: In a balanced formation, strength is declared to the Line Judge’s side. Your key is the 
second eligible receiver on the strong side. In this case, the split end.

• Line Judge: The third eligible receiver from the sideline to your side of the formation. In this case, 
that’s the running back.

• Head Linesman: Normally the third eligible receiver from the sideline to your side of the formation. 
With only two eligibles on your side, your key is the inside receiver. In this case, that’s the flanker.

• Side Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the split 
end.
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Pro Set Strength to HL Side

• Field Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the split 
end.

• Line Judge: Normally the third eligible receiver from the sideline to your side of the formation. With 
only two eligibles on your side, your key is the inside receiver. In this case, that’s the back on your side 
of the field if he leaves the backfield.

• Head Linesman: Third eligible receiver from the sideline to your side of the formation. In this case, the 
back on your side of the field if he leaves the backfield.

• Back Judge: Second eligible receiver on the strong side of the field. In this case, the tight end.

• Side Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the flanker.

http://www.mcoa.org/index.htm
http://www.mcoa.org/index.htm


FOCUS  - CONCENTRATION  - COMMUNICATION|2015 CFOA Football Field Clinic

Double Tight End, Balanced Formation

• Field Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the tight 
end.

• Back Judge: The Back Judge assists to the Line Judge’s side when the formation is balanced. He has 
the widest receiver on the Line Judge’s side. In this case, that’s ALSO the tight end.

• Line Judge: The widest backs on his side. In this case, the running back and the fullback.

• Head Linesman: Normally the third eligible receiver from the sideline to your side of the formation. 
With only two eligibles on your side, your key is the inside receiver. In this case, that’s the back on 
your side of the field.

• Side Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the tight 
end.
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Motion Man Inside Tackles at Snap

• Field Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the split 
end.

• Line Judge: Normally the third eligible receiver from the sideline to your side of the formation. With 
only two eligibles on your side, your key is the inside receiver. In this case, that’s the motion man if he 
gets outside the tackle.

• Head Linesman: The motion man until he crosses the opposite tackle. When that happens, key is the 
running back.

• Back Judge: The second eligible receiver on the strong side. In this case, that’s the flanker.

• Side Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the split 
end.
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Motion Man Outside Tackles at Snap

• Field Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the split 

end.

• Line Judge: Because the motion man is outside the tackle, key is the flanker.

• Back Judge: Because the motion man is outside the tackle, key is the running back.

• Head Linesman: The motion man until he crosses the opposite tackle. When that happens, key is the 

running back.

• Side Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the split 

end.
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Motion Man Widest at the Snap

• Field Judge: The widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the 

motion man.

• Line Judge: Because the motion man is outside the tackle, key is the flanker.

• Back Judge: Because the motion man is outside the tackle, key is the tight end.

• Head Linesman: Normally the third eligible receiver from the sideline to your side of the formation. 

With only two eligibles on your side, your key is the inside receiver. In this case, that’s the back on 

your side of the field.

• Side Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the split 

end.
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Trips, Empty Backfield

• Side Judge: Number 1. 

• Head Linesman: Number 2.

• Back Judge: Number 3.

• Field Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the split 

end.

• Line Judge: Normally the third eligible receiver from the sideline to your side of the formation. With 

only two eligibles on your side, your key is the inside receiver. In this case, that’s the flanker.
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Motion Into Trips

• Head Linesman: Original key was 3. When motion changed the strength, key became 2.

• Side Judge: Number 1.

• Line Judge: Original key was the third eligible receiver on your side, the running back. Motion 

changed the formation to trips on the opposite side. With only two eligibles on your side, your key is 

the inside receiver. In this case, that’s still the running back.

• Field Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, 1.

• Back Judge: Original key was the flanker on the Line Judge’s side. When motion changed the 

strength of the formation, key became 3.
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• At the snap, if receiver 3 comes off the ball toward the Head Linesman 

or Line Judge, the Head Linesman or Line Judge should switch to 3 

and the Back Judge goes to receiver 2.

• At the snap, if receiver 3 stays in and blocks, the Head Linesman or 

Line Judge will switch to 3 and the Back Judge goes to receiver 2.

• At the snap, if receiver 3 goes beyond the line of scrimmage, the Back 

Judge will stay with 3 and the Head Linesman or Line Judge will stay 

with 2.

• At the snap, if receiver 3 comes straight up the field, the Back Judge 

will stay with 3 and the Head Linesman or Line Judge will stay with 2.

• At the snap, if receiver 3 goes away from the Head Linesman or Line 

Judge, the Back Judge will stay with 3 and the Head Linesman or Line 

Judge will stay with 2.

Three Receiver Sets 
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Trips Transitions - Receiver 3

3
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• If receiver 2 or 3 is in close proximity of each other, treat it as stacking.

– Consider stacking to be receiver 2 and 3, but do not determine which 

receiver is 2 or 3 until the ball is snapped and they declare their routes.

– The Back Judge will take the receiver that comes toward him and his area.

• On a trips formation that has stacking

– Head Linesman or Line Judge will stay with either 2 or 3 if he comes toward 

the Head Linesman or Line Judge, stays in and blocks or goes behind the 

line of scrimmage. The Back Judge will then take the other receiver.

– If 2 or 3 goes straight up the field, the Back Judge will pick up that receiver 

and the Head Linesman or Line Judge will take the other stacked receiver 

regardless of where he goes.

Stacking [Trips]
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Four Receivers [Unaligned]

• Head Linesman and Back Judge: Head Linesman takes 2 initially and the Back Judge has 3 and 4. 

• Field Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the split 

end.

• Side Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the outside 

flanker 1.

• Line Judge: No formal key.
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Four Receivers [Stacked]

• Field Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the split 

end.

• Line Judge: No formal key.

• Head Linesman, Side Judge, Back Judge: No formal keys. Once play begins, each takes receiver(s) 

in their general coverage area.
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• On a 4-receiver set

– The Head Linesman or Line Judge takes 2 initially and the Back Judge has 3 

and 4.

– At the snap, if 4 comes toward the Head Linesman or Line Judge, stays in 

and blocks or goes behind the line of scrimmage the Head Linesman or Line 

Judge will switch to 4 and the Back Judge will take 2 and 3.

– If 2 comes straight up the field or goes away from the Head Linesman or Line 

Judge, the Back Judge stays with 2 and the Head Linesman or Line Judge 

takes 3 and 4.

Stacking [Quads]
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Red Zone

• Field Judge: Widest eligible receiver in the formation on your side of the field. In this case, the split 
end.

• Line Judge: Normally the third eligible receiver from the sideline to your side of the formation. With 
only two eligibles on your side, your key is the inside receiver. In this case, that’s the flanker.

• Back Judge: Number 3. When the ball is snapped on or inside Team B’s 25 yard line, initial position is 
on end line.

• Head Linesman: Number 2.

• Side Judge: Number 1.

• NOTE: Prudent for all officials to stay with your keys just a bit longer than usual to watch for offensive 
pass interference (“pick plays”) or defensive pass interference (“extra grabbing restrictions”).
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• The calling official must know:

– The foul.

– The offending team (jersey color, Team A (K) or Team B (R), offense or 

defense, kickers or receivers, etc.).

– The status of the ball when the foul occurred.

– The offending player’s number.

– Pertinent spots (spot of the foul, the end of the run or kick, etc.).

– The outcome of the play, if applicable (touchdown, incomplete pass, which 

team recovered a fumble, etc.).

– Whether the clock should start on the ready or the snap after enforcement.

Foul Calling Official
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• Calling Official 
– Give a preliminary signal to include the foul signal and the direction of the 

offending team as soon as the play is over. Advance toward the Referee to 
provide the number of the player that committed the foul and any other 
information required to correctly enforce the penalty. If multiple officials call a foul, 
they should quickly determine they have called the same foul and one of them 
would then give the signal and report the number.

– Be prepared to provide the result of the play to the Referee, if necessary.

– The calling official, or officials in the case of multiple or double fouls, should 
remain near the Referee during the announcement to make sure the correct fouls 
and teams are identified.

• Other Concepts 
– The emphasis on this process is efficiency, not speed. Officials should never rush 

this process.

– If the option is obvious, but the coach for some reason elects to choose the other 
option, then simply apply his choice.

– Referees may be able to administer pre-snap fouls with no discussion, as quite 
often, the foul and the offending player is easily determined. For example, an 
offensive tackle wearing number 76 fires out prior to the snap. The Referee would 
simply glance at the responsible official for the preliminary signal, then turn and 
announce the foul.

Fouls and Enforcement
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Crew Conference

Crews should seek to minimize on-field conferences. Those should be limited to complex 

situations that demand officials communicate the specifics of the play to one another.

http://www.mcoa.org/index.htm
http://www.mcoa.org/index.htm


FOCUS  - CONCENTRATION  - COMMUNICATION|2015 CFOA Football Field Clinic

• Referee 

– Upon noting the preliminary signal by the calling official, the Referee should 
determine, as soon as reasonably possible, whether the choice is obvious or an 
option is required. If the choice is obvious, the Referee will make the 
announcement immediately.

– If an option is required, the Referee will give a preliminary signal and then get the 
option from the offended team’s captain. Note: The officials on that team’s 
sideline can be prepared to communicate directly with the coach in order to 
explain the options.

– It should not be necessary, in most cases, for the Referee to confer with the 
Umpire to discuss penalty enforcement.

– It should not be necessary for the Referee to make more than two or three steps 
to clear the players and make an announcement. It should never be necessary to 
move any significant distance.

– Announcements should be made in a normal tone. Do not raise your voice.

• Other Officials (Field Judge, Side Judge, Back Judge)

– Observe the actions of the Referee, Umpire, Head Linesman and Line Judge and 
make sure that no errors have been made.

– If any official feels a mistake has been made, he must bring it to the attention of 
the Referee immediately.

Fouls and Enforcement - Roles [R,F,S,B]
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• Umpire 
– The primary responsibility for enforcing penalties is assigned to the Umpire. As 

such, it is imperative that he has absolute knowledge of all penalty enforcement 
principles and is able to enforce any penalty with minimal Referee involvement.

– The Umpire, upon noting the preliminary signal of the calling official, will 
determine the enforcement in obvious cases. He will immediately mark off the 
penalty yardage from the correct enforcement spot.

– If an option is required, he will wait until the Referee receives the option from the 
offended team and then proceed to enforce the penalty.

– He will work with the Head Linesman and the Line Judge to ensure the penalty is 
correctly enforced.

• Head Linesman
– The Head Linesman shall mark off the yardage from his sideline position at 

approximately the same time as the Umpire who will look to him to make sure 
they have enforced the foul correctly.

– Any discrepancy should be corrected immediately.

• Line Judge 
– The Line Judge will hold the spot from which the penalty is enforced until the 

Umpire and the Head Linesman have completed their enforcement. He will then, 
independently, mark off the penalty yardage and confirm that the Umpire and 
Head Linesman have enforced the penalty correctly.

– Any discrepancy should be corrected immediately.

Fouls and Enforcement - Roles [U,H,L]
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Officiating Axioms

Character

Conduct and Ethics
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1. We want quality fouls. See everything you call, but don’t call everything you see. No 
technical fouls. Let ’em play.

2. Do not reach for your marker unless you intend to drop it. Get a number and keep 
officiating. When you put your marker on the field, your integrity is linked to it.

3. Always see the ball before you blow your whistle. (Instant replay – be sure.)

4. Be a good dead-ball official. View all players until they are back with their teammates.

5. Be deliberate in ruling on a fumble - and get a bean bag down. 

6. Crisp ball movement, no committee meetings, no walking on the field.

7. Count players EVERY down. 

8. Excellent communications with coaches, players and other officials. Courtesy always.

9. If you miss one, don’t look back! We must always be ready to officiate the “next” play.

10. Concentration. Give everything you have on every play for 60 minutes, that’s all (or 
extra periods if required).

11. Use preventive officiating when needed.

12. Display integrity, courage and poise. Let the “tight” situations reveal your true 
character.

13. Be mentally and physically prepared to work the game.

14. And above all else, keep hustling!

Officiating Axioms
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• Officials are expected to exhibit and uphold the standards of integrity of the 
officiating profession. The image of an official demands honesty and high ethical 
standards.

• Officials should make every decision based on the circumstances and facts 
presented, regardless of an official’s past history with a particular player or team.

• No official should ever threaten a player, coach or team with future retaliation. 

1. Realize the importance of your position and at all times uphold the dignity it 
demands.

2. Have ambition, but also patience, as over-anxiety has ruined many young 
officials.

3. Never be jealous of a good break another official gets. Your turn may be next.

4. Never use your senior position to embarrass another official.

5. Be receptive. Open your mind to new concepts and ideas.

6. Be honest with yourself. Unreal expectations place an extra burden on an 
already intense job.

7. Become a leader. If you adopt a philosophy that you’re going to help others 
reach their goals, you will reach yours.

8. Be passionate. If you’re passionate about integrity, honesty and professionalism, 
you’ve improved your quality of life through officiating.

9. Be courageous. Doing what is right - versus what’s popular or safe - takes strong 
will and conviction.

Character
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1. Officials shall bear a great responsibility for engendering public confidence in sports.

2. Officials shall be free of obligation to any interest other than the impartial and fair judging of sports 
competitions.

3. Officials shall hold and maintain the basic tenets of officiating which include history, integrity, 
neutrality, respect, sensitivity, professionalism, discretion and tactfulness.

4. Officials shall master both the rules of the game and mechanics necessary to enforce the rules, 
and shall exercise authority in an impartial, firm and controlled manner.

5. Officials shall uphold the honor and dignity of the profession in all interactions with student-
athletes, coaches, school administrators, colleagues and the public.

6. Officials shall display and execute superior communication skills, both verbal and non-verbal.

7. Officials shall prepare themselves both physically and mentally and shall comport themselves in a 
manner consistent with the high standards of the profession.

8. Officials shall not be party to actions designed to unfairly limit or restrain access to officiating, 
officiating assignments or to association membership. This includes selection for positions of 
leadership based upon economic factors, race, creed, color, age, sex, physical handicap, country 
or national origin.

9. Officials shall be punctual and professional in the fulfillment of all contractual obligations.

10. Officials shall work with each other and their governing bodies in a constructive and cooperative 
manner.

11. Officials shall never participate in any form of illegal gambling on sports contest, may never gamble 
on any sporting event in which they have either a direct or indirect involvement, and may never 
gamble on events involving college athletics.

12. Officials shall not make false or misleading statements regarding their qualifications, rating, 
credentials, experience, training or competence.

13. Officials shall accept responsibility for all actions taken.

Conduct and Ethics
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