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One Question with Matt Rezac, high school football 
referee
How does a ref stand the heat?

By Michelle Skeen 
Special to The Roanoke Times

At age 41, Matt Rezac is a middle school teacher, father and football fan. Yet on Friday nights, he's still 
under the lights on the high school football field. Not as a player, but as a referee. 

Rezac started officiating youth leagues in high school and got hooked when he officiated intramurals in 
college at Ohio State. That's also where he met his wife, Jennifer, who is now an ACC basketball referee 
and head of the intramural department at Virginia Tech. 

Referees deal with arguments from coaches and fans, not to mention a hectic in-season schedule. How 
does a ref stand the heat?

"I'm immune now. I've worked a lot of officiating. ... I needed a job in college. The first intramural 
meeting was the first week of school at college at Ohio State, and they introduce Bruce Maurer, NFL 
line judge. [It was a] 'You had me at hello' kind of thing.

"I've been doing it since 1991. Football off and on. I did basketball for 15 years. Football, to be honest 
with you, is cake compared to that because you're so far away. Basketball, they're right on top of you. 

"Actually, when I first got here, I coached three years of football at Shawsville and six years of baseball. 
Coaching is the harder job. When you referee, yes, there's a lot of preparation, but I get to punch a clock 
and go home. These coaches have to live and die with their losses and wins. They have to do the 
laundry, they have to paint the field. 

"I've always enjoyed sports, but I did not want sports to be my vocation necessarily, because if it 
becomes your vocation then you have to live and die with it, and it's not enjoyable. But I needed a job 
first and foremost in college and I just struck gold. I was almost smitten right away. What better way to 
have a side job than in sports? I mean, last night I was in the center of the field with the lights on me. I'm 
41 years old and I still get to enjoy the big game with the butterflies in your belly before. 

"It's been completely phenomenal. I've gotten to do a state championship game. Logan Thomas, I did his 
game. ... Early December afternoon, snowing, 52-46 game or something, 20,000 people there. It was 
fantastic. I've gotten to officiate on the floor of the Sugar Bowl before with flag football. 

"I have no trouble being unbiased. I would like to say I have an amicable relationship with the coaches. I 
know most all of them around here now, especially in the New River area. But sometimes you do have 
to be careful not to appear too friendly to one side or the other, joking or laughing. ... I do take the 
professionalism seriously. ... You have to act like someone's watching you if you're wearing stripes. No 
hands in your pockets or slouching. Shoes shined, shirt tucked in.

"Every Friday night, 25, 35 of us get together [in Christiansburg]. ... Roanoke guys even stop by here. I 
cannot vouch for everywhere and say they have the camaraderie, but we do have a pretty special group. 
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... We're a third team out there and we look at it that way. I like to approach it in the manner [of], if 
we're not watching each other's back, we can't possibly do the job that we do. 

"If I had a list of turnoffs, it would be unsportsmanlike behavior. ... Once I became a referee, there was a 
code to uphold. Even when I was wearing the player's jersey or uniform, I always, always behaved in a 
good [way]. ... I wanted to say this is the way you should behave, especially if you're an official. Give 
the ball back, keep your mouth shut. 

"One reason why I really like the sport of football is because there are very complex rules. It's tough, 
and I enjoy that part of it because I like to teach. Just between levels of football, from high school to 
college football, there's over 250 differences.

"I design lessons for every [Western Virginia Football Officials Association] meeting. ... When you have 
a situation where you're not seeing eye to eye with a fellow official, that's more difficult than a coach 
[yelling at you]. Because a coach, by definition, is looking out for his team. That's what he's supposed to 
be doing.

"There is a little bit of tingling [before a game]. I mean, these kids are playing for something. When you 
do move up levels, having experience now in the college level, these coaches, that's their career. ... 
That's a big jump because in high school quite often, the coach is also the gym teacher or the shop 
teacher and that's their career. But when you move up to collegiate levels, you're making judgment on 
someone's food for their table.

"Nine times out of 10, if I have to go over to a coach and explain something or a call they don't like, I 
understand a moment of heat or excitement. To me how I judge a coach or a situation is, if I know that I 
did my best, if he's still going to view me as someone out to get him, then that's on him. ... Most of them 
can tell. I can see that they can see that they have someone that's competent running the show. 

"If this tells you something, last night I drove seven of us from here to Craig County. I think I might 
have made $58 for the game, and I paid my baby sitter 80. It's something you love."
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