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WVSSAC FOOTBALL Referee's Manual: 2012 

 
1.  Appearance:  Includes dress going to the game, coat and tie are nice but the general dress 

of coaches has been relaxed considerably in the past decades so the casual look is acceptable. 

Casual means a moderate sport shirt, slacks and shoes which are not running or other athletic 

type shoes, a sweater or jacket in cooler weather should be moderate also.  Game uniform 

should be immaculate; black shoes, black pants or white knickers (this is the last year for the 

knickers); fitted, solid white hat (no mesh jobbies); shirts - zipped; flags should be out of sight, 

etc.  Boards or crews can establish their own dress standards for travel but the Manual 

prescribes the game uniform. 

Signals are a part of appearance, practice them and give them correctly. 

 
2.  Arrival at game site:  Check in with an administrator or coach.  When you meet the 

coaches, be prepared to cover necessary items in a business-like fashion (captains, coaches’ 

equipment verification, game balls, right-/left-handed passers and kickers, any unusual plays, 

“time-out designee, sportsmanship and presentation of introductory card).  Offer the coach 

any help he may desire.  Be sure to tell him he will be kept informed of fouls called on his 

team, etc.  Remind him to keep the sideline clear (as clear as the facility will allow).  Check 

watches and inform him when his captains are to report to the field for the coin toss.  Discuss 

what the halftime notification will be.  Meeting the entire crew may be intimidating and not 

allow the coach to speak freely. So think about this. 

 
3.  Pre-game conference:  Even though we all discuss football while traveling to the game 

site, everyone's attention is not directed.  A pre-game at the game site is absolutely necessary, 

no matter how many games your crew has worked together.  Follow a printed agenda (see 

page 8 for sample).  If you work in crews, vary the presentation from week to week, share 

responsibilities with crew-mates.  Be sure pairs are communicating, ie, Referee and Umpire; 

Linesman and Line Judge; Back Judge and Wings; Referee and Back Judge.  It is a good idea to 

cover some play situations to get the mental gears greased up prior to kick off.  Cover “whistle 

control” --  one blast for dead ball and several tweets for fouls and 45-second notification. 

 
4.  Field Inspection:  Since the Referee has the ultimate responsibility by rule for checking 

the field, markings, and field equipment he must be sure this gets done.  Don't get caught in 

some law suit and be proven negligent.  Remember Houston vs. Marshall, Oct. 28, 2008 

(Houston player suffered a severe leg fracture).  Each crew shall develop their own system. 

 
5.  Coin Toss: Try to set game clock to run down to 0:00 at the prescribed game starting time. 

Have the L, BJ and U opposite the press box, the R and LJ on the press box side.  Meet the 

captains and on a pre-arranged signal to the U and BJ, escort your captains to the center of the 

field.  Face the clock.  Be brief in instructions to captains.  Ask captain to call toss prior to 

making toss.  Toss and CATCH the coin.  If the winner chooses to defer so indicate now, 

position the teams on their chosen ends of the field and signal the option exercised by the 

other captain (and only that option).  If, however, a team chooses to defend an end of the field, 

so indicate by tapping that captain on the shoulder and point to the opponent's end zone, then 

go to the captain receiving and give the catch signal (downward clutching motion).  Instruct 

both team captains to have a good game as you dismiss them.  Meet with crew mates in center 

of field, confirm and record options chosen, remind each other where you will be going, and 

break for your positions.  Do the same thing at halftime.  Hustle! 

Keep sidelines as clear as the facility will allow.   

              



6. Opening Kick Off:  This will start a good or a bad game, do it right!  Referee should be 

slightly to the chain side of the field, near that hash if the ball is teed up in the center of the 

field, you must cover the goal line and 2/3 of the field on deeper kicks.  You also must help 

with the deep sideline on your side.  Be sure your crew-mates have reminded the teams to 

keep the side line clear before they give their ready signal.  You must count the receivers, 

check with each (?) official to see that they are ready and give the ready signal (the same 

signal you will use throughout the game for all ready-for-play signals).  Move laterally toward 

kick when it is away from you.  You must be prepared to cover any run back from inside out.  

You may have to rule on momentum, when the clock starts, if mopping up on any fouls away 

from the ball, etc.  Stop the clock when the ball is dead and signal first down.  No whistle is 

necessary, unless you killed the play, for this (it has already been blown).  Be sure everybody 

is ready before you give your first scrimmage down "ready". 

 
7.  Scrimmage Downs:  Indicate the down number to each official. Give the "ready" facing the 

LOS and step away or give it as you step away, be sure your BJ and clock operator can see or 

hear you.  The "ready" is a distinct downward thrust of the open hand.  Keep the offense in 

view, especially when they are using a no-huddle line up.  Count the offense. You and the 

umpire should signal count at the same time. Look over eligible numbers in the backfield.  You 

should be positioned on the passing arm side of the QB (if you know which side that is) or 

honor the wide side or the LJ side if in the middle.  Have a way of keeping track of the previous 

spot since you will be required to spot the ball at times throughout the game.  Be at least 11 

yards deep for most plays and wide enough (behind or outside a tight end) to stay out of the 

way (but don't get too deep).  Be sure you are in a position giving you a clear shot of the snap. 
 Running plays: You will have to watch initial blocks opposite your position, that is, you 

are looking through the ball.  You are responsible for the ball behind the line but your wings 

are going to assist on forward progress so they need to know what you will be viewing and 

what they will be viewing.  For example; on options my wings watch the ball and I take the trail 

back.  If the ball is pitched the wings follow the ball and I redirect my attention to the QB 

(although I am always responsible for action against the QB).  If the QB pulls up to pass the wings 

go into their passing mode and I take the QB with the ball.  Be responsible for blocks around the 

ball carrier up to the LOS, then mop up.  Always be alert to help the covering official on fouls 

against or by the runner if the official gets blocked out.  Be ever alert on side- line plays so you 

and the BJ can cover any action outside the side-line (the wing will remain at the out-of-bounds 

spot unless moved by emergency). Be ready to triangulate the ball to the hash on shorter 

plays.  If the U gets caught outside the hash you must be ready to spot the ball at the hash.  

Don't have an umpire that never moves outside the hashes.  They can cover side- line or side 

zone stuff as well as anybody else, just know what the two of you are doing.  If the ball is dead 

close to the front stick be sure your umpire or LJ are telling you "it is close".  Never move the 

ball - then measure, measure first - then move the ball.  Have the wing who is marking the spot 

place the ball if possible.  Keep your passes short and accurate, we all screw this up 

occasionally, but do the best you can. 
 Passing plays:  Initially you cover just as any scrimmage play but once your keys tell 

you pass, get into the passing mode.  Cover the QB or whoever is passing the ball.  Protect the 

passer but be aware you must also rule on illegal forward passes so you must know whether or 

not there is an eligible receiver in the area of the pass.  The spot of the foul is the spot of the 

pass, that’s where you drop the flag.  If in doubt, flag it, get information from your crew-mate/s 

as to whether or not there was an eligible receiver in the vicinity, then make your ruling.  It is 

better to wave off the flag than it is to toss a late flag.  Cover the remainder of the play as any 

other running play.  In case of an interception be alert and cover all long returns.  If the pass is 

incomplete be sure you or your umpire, place the ball back at the previous spot.  Cover in   



pre-game how the crew will get the ball back to this spot.  [My umpire and I share 

responsibilities depending upon our field position prior to the play or where we are after the play 

has developed.  BJ and wings help retrieve the ball on deep passes and relay it to the umpire who 

in turn relays it to me].  Work together so if there is a foul and the down is replayed or 

whatever, the clock is not started until the snap.  Have your crew remind you of the clock status 

after a play with a penalty, an injured player time out, etc.  Make sure wings are assisting back 

judge getting ball off field.  Do not have balls bouncing on ground. 

 
8.  Kicking Downs: For punts try to look in to the kicker, or be on the kicking leg side of the 

kicker and be up 2 to 3 yards behind and 5 to 7 yards wider so you can see the defense's 

charge.  Remember the roughing the kicker rule states "no defensive player shall block, tackle 

or charge into the kicker" other than the exceptions.  The word "roughing" is now used in the 

rule, we must make judgments concerning "incidental contact" and “running into”.  If the 

kicker is "hit" and the defense has not gotten a piece of he ball it is probably a foul.  State the 

"ball is away" or "let up, the kick is gone" or something to alert the defense and the blockers to 

direct their attention to the return.  Be alert to step to the spot of the kick to rule on kicks going 

out-of-bounds in the air.  Be careful to not go down field too fast, you still have the kicker and 

others to observe.  Watch for the return, work it inside out, and always be ready to cover a 

side-line if your wing gets picked off.  You have the return all the way to the goal.  Get on your 

horse!  Don't get passed up by your wing.  If this happens too consistently you need to give up 

the game.  Your wing has things he needs to attend to. 

 For field goal attempts or try by kick, be responsible for the kicker and the holder until 

all action around them has ceased.  Don't be a ball watcher.  Look up in response to the action 

only, be alert for returns on field goal attempts, and be alert for blocked kicks on tries (kill the 

play on blocked tries only).  Use “Open-Under” and honor the open side of the kicker and 

holder.  A wing can cover the side-line if a fake develops.  If he can't, get another wing.  The 

Umpire will cover action inside on the side opposite you and the goal line if the attempt breaks 

down or develops as a fake attempt.   
 Scoring Downs by kick:  Your Back Judge has the whistle!!  Get the "all clear" from all 

of your crew before you give the score signal.  Step into the clear, stand still facing the press 

box, raise your arms and hold it for a second or two.  Don't take your eyes off the players 

around you until it is safe to do so.  If you were the covering official, give the TD signal, check 

for fouls, if there are some, signal time out, then get the pertinent information and administer 

the penalty.  If you are covering the score and have flagged a foul, Give the score signal and 

then the time-out signal.  If it is a TD and a foul by the defense occurred, give the TD signal 

followed by the foul signal and point to the try line or the subsequent kickoff spot.  If a try 

score stands and the foul will be carried over to the kickoff give the score signal then give the 

foul signal against whichever team then point to the succeeding spot.  If the score will not 

count just administer the penalty as you normally would unless it is during a try and the loss of 

down provision applies.   

 
9,  Penalty Enforcement:  Find out “What – Where – Who – When”.  Quickly step into the 

clear and give your preliminary signal.  Get captains OK for enforcement, then give final and 

verbal announcement at the same time.  Use team name or “offense” or “defense” rather than 

colors. If it is a dead ball foul only give one signal and announcement.  Don’t be walking 

around – hustle and keep the game moving.  Give clear, concise signals while stationary.  

Have calling official give several tweets to alert you of the foul. 

 

 



10. Measurements:  Take a good look, if your crew has already stopped the clock you are in 

deep "doo-doo".  You either have a first down or you must measure, otherwise they have really 

screwed up and you must wind the clock immediately.  It is a proven to measure early in the 

game when it appears fairly close, then you have established trust with the teams.  

Measurements then can be held to a minimum.  When in doubt, measure.  If a captain requests 

a measurement and you are 100% sure the ball is short, decline the request, stop the clock if 

necessary and explain your reasons to the captain, otherwise measure it. If a spot is close, let  

the wing come in and position the ball rather than give him the ball to spot.  Talk to him.  Have 

the Umpire trained to do the same.    Remember never move the ball, other than to align it 

parallel with the side line, before you measure.  Signal an official's time-out to the press box.  

Beckon the Linesman to bring on the sticks.  The signal should be a crisp, short wave, to 

beckon him (both arms) a simple gesture of the hand looks bad.  Talk to him and be sure he 

and the Umpire know what they are doing.  Thank the chain crew on each measurement.  If a 

first down has been gained, step back and signal.  Wait until the crew has time to return to 

their positions and the Linesman has time to mark the spot of the down marker before giving 

the ready and winding the clock if appropriate. This is another instance the crew of officials 

can help the referee as to whether the clock was running or not. If the first down has not been 

gained, give the down signal followed by simple approximation sign of how far they have to 

go.  Do these measurements right each and every time.  They are especially critical on a 4th 

down play. 

 

 
11.  Intermissions:  You are responsible for the clock if you are facing it at the end of a 

period.  Only the Referee shall raise the ball, but be sure there are no requests for a 

coach/official time-out.  Between quarters mark the down and distance on your card and what 

yard line you are on.  Know the relative position from the hash and on which side you are on 

before you hustle to the other end to place the ball in the same relative position.  The interval 

of these intermissions is 60 seconds. Be consistent in timing this for both quarter intermissions 

and throughout the season.  Now is a good time for all the crew to review the time-outs used by 

each team.  When 45 seconds has elapsed warn both teams to be ready with three short blasts 

on the whistle (Back Judges can do this). This is not necessary if both teams are in place and 

ready.  Indicate the down and direction and then give the ready.  Here is another place good 

crews help their Referee when a dead ball foul occurs before the first play of the new quarter 

begins.  The Referee needs to be reminded not to start the clock. 

 
12.  Time-outs:  Stop the clock, clearly signal which team has been charged with the time-out. 

 Charged time-outs.  Don't huddle up.  Tend to your duties as a crew.  Referee, you 

need to remind each official of how many time-outs have been used by each team and what the 

down is.  Everybody must record the time-out and at what time the request was made.  It is also 

not a bad idea to know who requested the time-out.  Be sure the captains and coach are 

informed when they have used their last time-out.  Be ready to confirm to either team how 

many time-outs they have and how many their opponents have.  Also alert the teams and crew 

as to the game time.  The BJ should signal - three short blasts on the whistle when the 45 

seconds have elapsed. The BJ can then indicate when the 60 second interval is up (I always 

timed the 60 second intervals so no time was wasted in getting ready).  When all officials are in 

position give the ready.  Don't wait on the coaches.  If both teams are ready to go before the 60 

seconds give the same series of signals and go early if there is no radio or TV.  If there is radio 

or TV utilize the full 60 seconds.       
Official’s time-outs:  Signal time-out and be sure the press box sees you give the 

official's time-out signal.  Same general procedure as for a charged time-out except there can 



be no between the hashes coach/team conference, that is no "huddle conference" (unless for 

heat/humidity, injured player or media TO, between periods or after a score).  Teams may go 

to the side line and the coach remains off the field for this occurrence.  Warn both teams when 

the interval is over and signal the ball ready.  No three short blasts here, this is different than a 

charged time-out or intermission (a prolonged blast will suffice).  If the delay is extremely 

long, as it might be for an injured player, let both teams stay loose while the player is being 

attended to (be sure you know the number of any injured player or a player who must leave 

because of the blood rule).  Water can be brought on the field if the officials determine it 

beneficial.  For an injured player, stop the clock, give the official's time-out signal then beckon 

on assistance (one arm).  To reset 25-second clock give an upward, open hand thrust. 

Authorized conferences must be monitored except after the try down or safety.  After 

the try down or safety, be sure to notify team huddles of the 45-second warning.  Injury 

conferences must be held between the 25-yard lines outside the 9-yard marks in front of the 

team box but away from the injured player. 

 
13.  Between halves:  Stop the clock, wait a few seconds then raise the ball to indicate the 

period is over.  Officials need to get together and wait till teams clear the field and any 

enclosure before starting the halftime clock.  If a team takes an inordinate amount of time start 

the clock when you feel comfortable.  This is an important interval, so we must be consistent 

over the entire State.  Time the interval yourself as well as placing it on the game clock.  Timer 

must put 3 minutes on game clock immediately after the halftime intermission ends. 

 
14.  Field goal attempt after a fair catch or awarded fair catch:  Since these are very rare 

review crew responsibilities throughout the season.  Referee and the Umpire must be behind 

each upright to make an accurate ruling.  Be sure to cover the goal line if the kick is short.  

Don't forget to count the receivers. 

 
15.  Overtime:  Go over this in your pre-game and again at half time.  B can score if A really 

screws up and B recovers the ball in A's end zone.  Otherwise whenever B possesses the ball it 

becomes dead.  Review all penalty enforcements, especially dead ball, unsportsmanlike or 

non-player fouls.  The three minute intermission before the overtime includes getting the 

captains for the coin toss.  Inform the captains of their options before tossing the coin.  Remind 

them and their coaches they have only one time-out.  The options are whether they want to go 

on offense or defense first, or which end of the field they wish to play this overtime period on.  

Indicate the winner of the toss and his choice. If it is offense, point in the direction they will be 

attacking and give the first down signal.  If it is defense, place their back to their goal and tap 

the captain on the shoulder, then step over to the offense and signal first down.  If it is the end 

of field do the same for the winning captain by pointing to that end of the field. 

 
16.  Post-game:  Review questions from the crew.  Review official's concerns with teams, 

coaches, fans, facility and administration.  Send Special Report for problems or outstanding 

items that may be occurring via the WVSSAC website. 

       

      Mike Webb, WVSSAC Football Clinician 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

    PRE-GAME INSPECTION LIST 
 
 1.  Pre-game equipment verification from the coach. 
  a)  Check out any equipment questions. 
  b)  Take a random look at equipment (also during the game). 
  c)  Any casts or splints, arm bands, colored towels? 
  d)  Remind coaches of sportsmanlike behavior. 
  e)  Who is “get-back coach”?  Who is the time-out designee? 
  f)  Are there any unusual plays? 
  g)  Captain numbers and speaking captain. 
  h)  Half-time interval.  Who is responsible for getting back? 
 
 2.  Game balls 
  a)  Check ball surface; is it pebble-grained or smooth? 
  b)  Is it properly inflated? 
  c)  Does it have the proper stripes?  Are they visible? 
 
 3.  Field check 

a)  Any safety concerns?  Any of these may delay the start of the game. 
b) Are yard lines 4" short of sidelines?  Are yard lines 5 yards apart (especially inside the 
20)?  Are goal lines, side lines and end lines 4" wide? Any decorative markings in end 
zones?  Are the hashes correct?  Nine-yard marks OK? 
c)  How about the team box?  Any items in this area that need moved? 
d)  Are the pylons in their proper place?  Do they meet the rule? 
e)   Are ground-based yard markers 5 yards from the sideline? 
f)  Are the goal posts padded?  This is the only item which might cause the game to not be 
played.  How about the goal posts?  Are the uprights perpendicular?  Are they 23' 4" apart?  
Are there decorations above the goal pedestal/s?  Is the crossbar level? 
g)  Line-to-gain equipment; are ends flat and covered?  Are the rods exactly 10 yards apart?  
Is the middle of the chain taped?  Is the down marker safe? 

  h)  Check the timing equipment. 
 
 4.  During the game 

a)   Everyone should be looking at equipment and alerting the player of any problems that 
may occur. 
b)  Be alert to pylons, field markers, team box problems and correct them as necessary.  

 
Notify game management and the WVSSAC of any problems using the online Special Report Form via the 
office website.  

The six “p’s”. 

 
 

  Prior preparation prevents piss poor performance! 

 
 

Mike Webb, WVSSAC Football Clinician 
 



WVSSAC FOOTBALL PRE-GAME 
A.  Preliminary Duties: 

Check in with game administration.  R and U visit each coach. 
1.  Give coaches introductory card. 
2. Notify teams of half-time length. 
3. Verify time with coaches. 
4. Discuss sportsmanship with coaches. 
5. Ask coach to verify that all players use and wear legal equipment. 
6. Check for unusual plays. 
7. Determine “get-back coach”. 
8. Remind coaches to keep sideline clear. 
9. Inspect and mark game balls. 
10. Get captains’ numbers. 
11. Remind coaches that you need captains 3 minutes prior to the kickoff. 
12. Do they have a right- or left-footed kicker? 
13. Instruct clock operators. 

B.  Duties: 
1.  Entering Field. 
2. Toss.  
3. Kick off. 

C.  Signals: 
1.  Fouls. 
2. Scoring Plays. 
3. Starting and Stopping the Clock. 

D.  Scrimmage Plays: 
1.  Forward Progress (marking). 
2. Count Offense and Defense. 
3. Count Offensive Linemen. 
4. Legal Formation. 
5. False Start. 
6. Man in Motion. 
7. Spread Formation. 
8. Eligible Receivers. 
9. Free-blocking Zone. 

E.  Pass Plays: 
1.  Position at the snap. 
2. Check Eligibles and Ineligibles. 
3. Short Pass. 
4. Long Pass. 

F.  Scrimmage Kick: 
1.  Roughing or Running into Kicker. 
2. Action Against Ends. 
3. Covering Behind Kick. 
4. Coverage on Run Back. 
5. Blocked Kick. 
6. PSK. 

G.  General: 
1.  Know Number of Offender on Fouls. 
2. Change Ends of Field at Quarter. 
3. Out of Bounds or Side Zone. 
4. Procedure on Measurements. 
5. Relaying Ball. 
6. Fumbles. 
7. Time Outs. 
8. Counting Players. 
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